Stakeholder perspectives on special education advocates and their support to families by Jocelyn, Joel
Boston University
OpenBU http://open.bu.edu
Theses & Dissertations Boston University Theses & Dissertations
2019
Stakeholder perspectives on
special education advocates and
their support to families
https://hdl.handle.net/2144/36007
Boston University
	BOSTON UNIVERSITY 
 
WHEELOCK COLLEGE OF EDUCATION & HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 
 
 
 
 
 
Dissertation 
 
 
 
 
 
STAKEHOLDER PERSPECTIVES ON SPECIAL EDUCATION 
 
ADVOCATES AND THEIR SUPPORT TO FAMILIES 
 
 
 
 
by 
 
 
 
 
JOEL JOCELYN 
 
B.S., Boston College, 1993 
MBA, Boston University, 1995 
M.Div., Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, 2005 
M.Ed., University of Massachusetts – Boston, 2009 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Submitted in partial fulfillment of the 
 
requirements for the degree of 
 
Doctor of Education 
 
2019 
	 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 © 2019 by 
  JOEL JOCELYN 
  All rights reserved 
	Approved by 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
First Reader   
 Charles L. Glenn, Ed.D., Ph.D. 
 Professor Emeritus of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies 
 
 
 
 
Second Reader   
 Zachary S. Rossetti, Ph.D. 
 Associate Professor of Special Education 
 
 
 
 
Third Reader   
 Dianne H. Lochhead, Ed.D. 
 Principal 
 Newton Central High School 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
	 iv 
DEDICATION 
Mother Teresa put it well: “Intense love does not measure. It just gives.” I have 
been blessed with a family who has not measured the number of times I have been away 
from them while conducting research and writing this dissertation. 
To my beloved wife Melissa – I would not have completed this work without your 
unconditional love, support, and encouragement. You were my biggest cheerleader 
throughout this process. I am indeed blessed to count you as my best friend and life 
partner. 
To our amazing son Akim - You have taught me what it means to have grit, 
courage and to embrace our circumstances without complaining. This one is for you. 
To my brother Samuel and sister Johanne – you lifted me when I wanted to give 
up. This milestone is our achievement. 
To my parents – Thank you for teaching us at an early age to make the most of 
every opportunity. 
To my advisor Dr. Glenn – I am deeply grateful for your steadfast support and 
advocacy on my behalf. Thank you for your patience and your belief that I would 
ultimately complete this work. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
	 v 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
Completing research and a dissertation is an endeavor that often involves the 
support of many people and sacrifices of a more than a few. I acknowledge with sincere 
gratitude the contributions of the following individuals and entities in making this 
dissertation possible: 
Thank you to Boston University for providing the funding for my doctoral studies 
through the Martin Luther King, Jr Fellowship for Doctoral Studies. I am committed to 
paying forward the generosity of the donors who funded the fellowship. 
Thank you to the Federation for Children with Special Needs for their assistance 
in posting the research prospectus and my contact on their ListServ for advocates and 
parents. 
I want to acknowledge the members of my dissertation committee for their 
dedication, support, feedback, and guidance.  My committee chair and first reader, Dr. 
Charles Glenn, devoted countless hours to advise me and to review the many iterations of 
the dissertation. His input made a tremendous difference in the quality of my research 
and the final dissertation. My second reader, Dr. Zachary Rossetti, landed his expertise in 
the areas of special education and research methods. I have learned a great deal from Dr. 
Rossetti. His guidance enhanced my skill as a researcher and his targeted feedback 
enriched the dissertation both in substance and in form. My third reader, Dr. Dianne 
Lochhead – as an experienced practitioner in the field of special education, helped me to 
think through the practical questions relating to the dynamics of special education 
advocacy at the school level. Her insights have resulted in more in-depth analysis and 
	 vi 
more practical recommendations. 
Thank you to the families who opened their hearts and minds to share the joy and 
challenges of raising children with emotional and behavioral disabilities. May the 
recommendations from this research ultimately make their work with their children’s 
schools more positive and beneficial.  
Thank you to the public school administrators, special education advocates and 
advocacy organization representatives who participated in this study. It is my earnest 
hope that the findings from this research will add value to the field. 
To the thousands of students who are diagnosed with emotional and behavioral 
disabilities, this work is for you. 
  
	 vii 
STAKEHOLDER PERSPECTIVES ON SPECIAL EDUCATION 
ADVOCATES AND THEIR SUPPORT TO FAMILIES 
JOEL JOCELYN 
Boston University Wheelock College of Education & Human Development, 2019 
Major Professor: Charles L. Glenn, Ed.D., Ph.D.; Professor Emeritus of Educational 
Leadership and Policy Studies 
 
ABSTRACT 
This qualitative study examines the experiences of key stakeholders such as 
school administrators, the families of children with emotional and behavioral disabilities, 
special education advocates and the representatives of the advocacy organization that 
train them and their perceptions of the characteristics and core competencies that make 
special education advocates helpful in their support to families. A thematic analysis of the 
interview transcripts yielded the following findings: 1) The low barrier to entry into 
special education advocacy leads to inconsistent approaches, 2) Differing perceptions of 
what motivates stakeholders create tension during IEP meetings, 3) Special education 
advocates serve as the voices of parents, 4) Advocates affect the emotional well-being of 
parents during IEP meetings positively, 5) Meetings are objectively and qualitatively 
different when advocates attend. 
The research findings also reveal that special education advocates who are helpful 
to families embody the following qualities and core competencies: 1) Knowledge of 
special education laws and procedures, 2) relationship building skills, 3) communication 
skills, 4) familiarity with available resources to support families. 
Specific recommendations targeted for each group of stakeholders were provided. 
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CHAPTER I 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The Problem 
 
Despite the crucial role that special education advocates play in supporting 
families and in affecting the educational outcomes for children with disabilities, there is 
no legal consensus in Massachusetts regarding the skills and qualifications that describe a 
required minimum level of competence (Wheeler & Marshall, 2008).  The field itself is 
semi-professionalized, with disconnected organizations using different criteria and 
standards to train prospective special education advocates (Kutash et al., 2011).   
As the founding principal of a therapeutic day school that serves the needs of 
students with emotional and behavioral disabilities primarily, I witnessed firsthand the 
profound impact that special education advocates can have for good or for ill on the 
emotional wellbeing of families and the educational outcomes for children. As I spoke 
informally with school leaders in different cities, a consensus emerged that some special 
education advocates were helpful while others had a net negative impact on the 
educational outcomes for students and further damaged the relationships between schools 
and parents. Throughout my years as a school principal, I had an increasing number of 
encounters with special education advocates who exhibited varying degrees of 
effectiveness and with principals who offered different hypotheses relating to the 
characteristics that each category of special education advocates possessed that made 
them helpful or unhelpful to families and schools. 
Although many special education advocates may have achieved positive 
	 2 
outcomes for children with emotional and behavioral disabilities and their families, 
neither the state of Massachusetts nor the federal government has a mandated set of 
standards that are concrete enough to define professional competence and effectiveness 
(Wisdom et al., 2011; Burke & Goldman, 2017).  Consequently, one way to contribute to 
the professionalization of the field is to delineate the competencies and knowledge base 
that critical constituencies such as the families of students with emotional and behavioral 
disabilities, school administrators, the special education advocates and the advocacy 
organizations perceive as necessary and essential. 
Context of the Problem 
 
According to the supplement to the May 17, 2013 Center for Disease Control and 
Prevention's Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report - Mental Health Surveillance 
Among Children – United States, 2005–2011: 2,833,000 or 4.6% of children between the 
ages of 3 and 17 were diagnosed at some point in their lives with emotional and 
behavioral disorders (Forness et al. 2012). The education of children diagnosed with 
emotional and behavioral disabilities is regulated through the "Individuals with 
Disabilities and Education Act" (IDEA) ( https://www.tn.gov/education/student-
support/special-education.html). This law is a body of federal regulations which ensures 
that children with disabilities, including those who are diagnosed with emotional and 
behavioral disabilities, receive a free and appropriate public education that includes the 
school-based services they require to make adequate academic progress. According to the 
US Department of Education website: "IDEA governs how states and public agencies 
provide early intervention, special education, and related services to more than 6.5 
	 3 
million eligible infants, toddlers, children and youth with disabilities." 
(https://www.tn.gov/education/student-support/special-education.html).  The latest 
reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) codified under 
federal law section 34CFR part 300.7 defines a student as behaviorally and emotionally 
disabled (EBD) when said "student exhibits one or more of the following characteristics 
over a long period of time and to a marked degree that adversely affects educational 
performance: 1) An inability to learn that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or 
health factors; 2) an inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships 
with peers and teachers; 3) inappropriate types or behavior, feelings under normal 
circumstances; 4) a general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression; 5) a tendency 
to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal or school problems.” 
Most states, including Massachusetts, have adopted the federal definition of emotional 
and behavioral disability as articulated in IDEA; with the only caveat that Massachusetts' 
statutory requirements provide that the term "emotional impairment" be considered 
synonymous with the term "serious emotional disturbance."  The subjectivity of some of 
the symptoms related to emotional and behavioral disorders often makes it difficult for 
the parents of these children to secure special education services at their public schools 
(Kauffman, 1999; Walker et al., 2001).   Additionally, researchers Forness, Freeman, 
Paparella, Kauffman and Walker (2012) suggest that the number of children between the 
ages of 3 and 17 who present with symptoms associated with emotional and behavioral 
disorders may be under-reported due to the stigmatizing effect of being diagnosed with 
EBD (Forness et al., 2012). 
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Mueller and Buckley (2014) summarized a meta-analysis of several studies 
revealing that "Parents report feeling overwhelmed and confused with the special 
education system, specifically IEP meetings, sharing that it is laden with jargon and 
confusing procedures thereby leading to less active participation.” (p. 120).  They 
concluded from the same meta-analysis that "Under the auspices of Individuals with 
Disability Education Act (IDEA), parent participation at IEP meetings notoriously 
requires the understanding of technical language, demonstrating advocacy skills and 
collaboration with multiple educational stakeholders…Therefore, today's diverse families 
experience even greater roadblocks."(p. 134) 
DeChillo and Koren (1995) as well as Voeltz (1994) drew conclusions that were 
similar to Mueller and Buckley (2014), more than 20 years ago. The outcomes of all three 
research studies indicate that not much has changed in the attitude of families of students 
with emotional and behavioral disabilities toward the special education bureaucracy in 
the nation's public school systems.  Research conducted by DeChillo and Koren (1995), 
as well as Voeltz (1994), revealed that the families of students with emotional and 
behavioral disabilities (EBD) did not feel supported and understood by their children's 
schools in the mid 1990's.  Parents stated, at the time, that schools were not providing 
them with the assistance they needed to obtain appropriate services for their children 
(Voeltz, 1994).  More than half of the families of children with EBD expressed a 
reluctance to advocate for their children (Koren et al., 1995).  They also identified the 
following barriers to active engagement in their children's education: "a) professionals' 
belief that families cause children's disorders, b) insufficient administrative support for 
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staff, c) child welfare policies that require giving up custody of a child to obtain services, 
d) the inherent power imbalance between professionals and family members, and e) 
professionals' high expectations of families (Koren et al., 1995).  In addition to feeling 
overwhelmed by the demands and crises often associated with a child with emotional and 
behavioral disabilities, these families often felt blamed for the condition of their children 
(Friesen & Huff, 1990). 
The barriers that the families of students with emotional and behavior disabilities 
have faced over the last two decades along with the due process requirements embedded 
in the Individual with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) have led family support 
agencies to make increasing use of professional advocates in the school-based special 
education setting.  The primary role of these advocates is to help the parents of special 
needs children to navigate their children's schools (Hoagwood et al. 2008).  These 
professional advocates have long been used in the mental health sector to help reduce 
bureaucratic hindrances for families (Hoagwood et al. 2008).  Like their counterparts in 
the mental health field, special education advocates stand in the gap on behalf of families 
as they interact with teachers, administrators, district personnel, community resources 
and state agencies.  They help families to negotiate the maze of limited resources, 
services and placements for students who are in need of special education services (Davis 
et al., 2010; Koroloff et al., 1994; Walter & Petra, 2006). 
Relevance of the Problem 
There is a shortage of studies in the research literature that investigate the 
practices and the role of special education advocates or the core competencies that they 
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reflect as they work on behalf of families (Burke & Goldman, 2017).  There have not 
been any identifiable studies that investigate the perceptions of key stakeholders such as 
public school administrators, families of students with emotional and behavioral 
disabilities (EBD), special education advocates, and advocacy organizations regarding 
the core competencies that special education advocates should exhibit as they support the 
families of children with EBD. The relevance of the problem related to the lack of in-
depth studies investigating the role that special education advocates play in supporting 
the families of children with emotional and behavioral disabilities is twofold.  First, the 
challenges of navigating the school-based special education services often cause 
significant mental strains that discourage many families from engaging in self-advocacy 
on behalf of their children (Brannan & Heflinger, 2001; Brannan, Heflinger, & Bickman, 
1997; Brannan, Heflinger, & Foster, 2003; Gyamfi et al., 2010; Kazdin & Whitley, 
2003).  The frustration that stems from these challenges drives many of these families 
ultimately to seek legal representation or to enlist the help of special education advocates, 
usually through family service associations or agencies (Kutash et al., 2013).  As a result, 
special education advocates have been playing an increasingly prominent role in the 
public schools during meetings to develop the Individualized Education Program (IEP) of 
students (Burke, 2012). Since the special education advocates often serve as bridges 
linking the families, school administrators and outside auxiliary agencies, the perceptions 
of these key stakeholders may shed significant light on the core competencies and traits 
that these professionals should embody to maximize the impact of their work on behalf of 
families.  Second, as mentioned earlier, the field is characterized by disjointed advocacy 
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organizations that teach a variety of curricula focusing on different core competencies 
that they deem significant to the effectiveness of special education advocates (Kutash et 
al., 2011). I anticipate that the findings from this research will bring coherence and 
consistency to the training that advocacy organizations provide to prospective special 
education advocates and enhance the professionalization of the field. 
Purpose of the Study 
This study examines the perceptions of key stakeholders such as school 
administrators, the families of children with emotional and behavioral disabilities, special 
education advocates and the representatives of the advocacy organization that train them 
of the characteristics and core competencies that make special education advocates 
helpful in their support to families. Despite the widespread use of special education 
advocates in the public school systems across the country, there has not been adequate 
research relating to the qualities and core competencies that make them helpful to 
families. Additionally, the field is characterized by disjointed advocacy organizations that 
teach a variety of curricula focusing on different core competencies that they deem 
essential to the effectiveness of special education advocates, without grounding these 
decisions on specific research that investigate the characteristics that the relevant 
stakeholders find helpful (Kutash et al., 2011). I anticipate that the findings from this 
research will bring coherence and consistency to the training that advocacy organizations 
provide to special education advocates and will enhance the professionalization of the 
field.  Lastly, I expect the key findings from this study to be packaged into an easy to 
understand informational brochure that families can use as a decision-making tool when 
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they initiate the process of hiring qualified special education advocates to help them to 
navigate the maze of bureaucracies and complexities that the public school Special 
Education setting often represents. 
Significance of the Study 
Special education advocates are often trained and deployed by private agencies 
that may or may not receive any funding from the state or the federal government.  They 
are also used sparingly in the school-based special education settings to support families 
and to help them secure the services and placements their children families feel their 
children deserve (Luster et al., 2004). Consequently, a study that investigates the 
distinguishing features of advocacy in special education may offer significant insights 
into the core competencies that should inform the development of the curriculum that 
advocacy organizations provide to special education advocates as part of their training. A 
study that incorporates the perspectives of key stakeholders such as school 
administrators, families, the special education advocates themselves and the 
organizations that train them, will result in a more comprehensive analysis. The findings 
from the research, if implemented at a future time, will likely lead to improved quality of 
life for the families of children with emotional and behavioral disabilities and may 
ultimately lead to improved academic and behavioral outcomes for many of these 
children.  As these core competencies and skills are taught in special education advocacy 
education programs and used by special education advocates, they are likely to become 
more resourceful in helping families to secure appropriate services, placements and 
interventions their children deserve. Families may also build greater capacity for self-
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advocacy and may play a more active role as a result of the well-informed coaching, 
support and direct advocacy they will receive from their advocates.  Such indirect support 
may serve as a framework for the students with EBD to develop the skills, knowledge, 
and beliefs that they need to engage in the appropriate behaviors to function successfully 
in the regular education setting specifically and in society in general (Field et al., 1998). 
Lastly, there is evidence in the research literature that family peer advocates are 
used in the children's mental health sector with some measure of effectiveness in helping 
families to navigate the mental health bureaucracy to secure the appropriate level of 
services for their children (Hoagwood et al., 2008; Gyamfi et al., 2010).  The delivery of 
family support in the form of peer-to-peer interactions by trained family members who 
have children or former children who went through the mental health system has reduced 
the barriers families face in accessing adequate mental health care services for their 
children (Hoagwood et al., 2008; Gyamfi et al., 2010).  These barriers range from lack of 
knowledge of sources of available services or resources for their children to a lack of 
self-efficacy, or belief in their ability to achieve results when advocating on behalf of 
their children (Davis et al., 2010).  The state of New York has established a certification 
process for the professionalization of family peer advocates who operate in the children 
mental health field and allows them to bill the state directly for their services (New York 
State Office of Mental Health, 2008).  Since 2002, the New York State Office of Mental 
Health has doubled the number of licensed family peer advocates working in 400 family 
support centers statewide through their certification mechanism (New York State Office 
of Mental Health, 2008).  There is no evidence in the research literature that such a 
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systemic approach to family peer advocacy exists in the special education sector in 
Massachusetts.  One area for potential research relates to the investigation of specific 
insights that state agencies, schools and advocacy organizations can glean from the 
criteria used by New York State in determining certification standards for special 
education advocates. 
Research Questions 
The fundamental questions to be investigated are as follows (See Appendix A for 
a comprehensive list of questions by stakeholder):  
1. Based on the stakeholders’ experience with special education advocates, what 
are their perceptions of the backgrounds and role of special education 
advocates in the school setting? 
2. What are the stakeholders’ perceptions of the advocacy approaches adopted 
by the special education advocates?  
3. What are the stakeholders’ perceptions of the qualities and core competencies 
that make special education advocates helpful to the families of children with 
emotional and behavioral disorders? 
4. What are the perceptions of special education advocates of themselves and the 
qualities they perceive as most important to their professional effectiveness?   	
Definition of Terms 
Special Education Advocate: Refers to an individual whose primary 
responsibility is to aid parents to secure appropriate educational services for their 
children.  They usually work with schools and families, as part of the process of 
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developing Individualized Education Programs (IEP) at the school level for students who 
have disabilities that prevent them from accessing the grade level curricula and make 
adequate academic progress (Burke, 2013). 
Special Education: The term special education broadly refers to the customized 
and appropriate academic, physical, cognitive and social-emotional instruction delivered 
to children with one or more diagnosed disabilities that impact negatively their ability to 
make adequate academic progress and to access the grade level curricula (IDEA, 2013). 
The Individuals with Disability Education Act (IDEA) also requires special education 
services to be provided at no cost to the parents to meet the unique needs of a child with a 
disability. 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA): The Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) is a law that ensures services to children with 
disabilities throughout the nation. IDEA governs how states and public agencies provide 
early intervention, special education, and related services to more than 6.5 million 
eligible infants, toddlers, children and youth with disabilities. Infants and toddlers with 
disabilities (birth-2) and their families receive early intervention services under IDEA 
Part C. Children and youth (ages 3–21) receive special education and related services 
under IDEA Part B.	
Individual Education Program (IEP): A legal document mandated by the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) that details the customized 
educational services, placements and annual goals for students with disabilities who 
receive special education services (IDEA, 2013). 
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CHAPTER II 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
Purpose and Methodology 
The purpose of this literature review is to explore the concept of advocacy on 
behalf of the families of children with special needs, specifically those diagnosed with 
emotional and behavioral disabilities, in the special education setting.  It examines the 
practice of advocacy in the field of children's mental health and school settings.  The 
literature review also looks broadly at parental self-advocacy in special education as it 
considers the impact of parent-school conflict on the emotional and educational outcomes 
of children with emotional and behavioral disabilities.  Lastly, the literature review 
analyzes the insertion of special education advocates into the school-based special 
education field.  
Several criteria were used to determine which study or literature to include in the 
review.  Many of the research or evaluative studies in the literature review focused on 
political advocacy on behalf of people with disabilities. Others investigated the link 
between self-advocacy and stress.  Several other articles looked into the relationship 
between families and the professionals who work with their children with disabilities.  
However, after reviewing several studies, I selected only those that relate to parental self-
advocacy on behalf of their children, facilitated IEP meetings, mediation, family peer 
advocacy in the mental health setting, and the characteristics of teacher advocacy on 
behalf of their students.  I added two other studies that focus on parent-school conflict in 
special education and the wraparound model to support the families of children with 
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emotional disabilities.  Both articles have relevance to the need for professional 
advocates in the field of special education.  Lastly, I included mostly peer-reviewed 
studies that have enough external validity to ensure their generalization beyond specific 
cultural, organizational or academic contexts. 
The Mediating Role of Special Education Advocates in Defining Emotional and 
Behavioral Disabilities 
Assessing, diagnosing, and identifying students with emotional disability 
conclusively in the school setting often serves as the source of significant conflicts 
between schools and parents which in turn necessitates the involvement of attorneys, 
special education advocates, and mediators (Lake et al., 2000).  As Lake and Billingsley 
(2000) found, the lack of financial resources and differing perceptions of families relating 
to the needs of their children, give schools a vested interest to minimize the number of 
children diagnosed with emotional and behavioral disabilities (EBD). The same study 
found that schools across many districts in the United States are reluctant to declare these 
students eligible to receive special education services. Such reluctance is primarily due to 
the potential resources that school districts need to allocate to children who require 
placements into self-contained classrooms or public day schools (Lake et al., 2000).  
Lake (2000) cites a dated study by T.E. Smith (1981) reporting that “almost 90% of 
issues leading to requests for due process hearings were related to placement.” (p. 241).  
Special education advocates often play a mediating role, as parents and schools 
attempt to determine the causes of the emotional and behavioral difficulties that students 
experience in school (Domina, 2005). It is often difficult to ascertain whether these issues 
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are the result of an emotional and behavioral disability, the manifestations of social 
maladjustment, the result of a lack of accountability at home or the reflection of some 
character flaws that parents should address at home (Domina, 2005).  Such mediating 
role by a third party is often crucial because a diagnosis of emotional and behavioral 
disabilities will not only determine a child's eligibility for school-based services but will 
also restrict the disciplinary options, such as suspensions and expulsions, that schools 
often use to deal with such students (IDEA, 2004). 
Special education advocates also help families to navigate the inherent conflicts 
that stem from the increased costs of providing additional services to students in special 
education settings and the budgetary constraints that most districts face.  For instance, 
districts are required to develop an Individualized Education Program (IEP) for each 
student diagnosed with a disability, such as emotional and behavioral disability, that 
impacts his or her ability to learn and make adequate academic progress.  Many of these 
IEPs require school districts to spend additional funds to provide services such as 
individualized counseling, occupational therapy, speech therapy and small class sizes 
with lower children to adult ratios, all in an era of recurring budget cuts at the federal, 
state and municipal levels (Lake et al., 2000).   Consequently, school districts are often 
reluctant to put students on IEPs when they are exhibiting primarily behavioral 
difficulties, except in extremely severe and unabated cases.  Even when some children 
are found to be eligible to receive special education services, many public schools offer 
them the bare minimum level of services to address these students' diagnosis and 
disabilities.  Special education advocates often stand in the gap for these families as they 
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work to secure the maximum level of services to which children with emotional and 
behavioral disabilities are entitled. 
Advocacy in Special Education 
 
There have not been any identifiable studies that investigate the perceptions of 
key stakeholders such as public school administrators, families of students with EBD, 
special education advocates and advocacy organizations regarding the core competencies 
that special education advocates should exhibit as they support the families of children 
with emotional and behavioral disabilities (EBD).  A review of the research literature 
focusing on advocacy on behalf of the families of children with EBD reveals studies in 
six main areas: 1) Parental self-advocacy in special education, 2) facilitated IEP 
meetings, 3) mediation in special education, 4) Family peer advocacy in the children's 
mental health sector, 5) teacher advocacy on behalf of students with emotional and 
behavioral disabilities, and 6) wrap-around approach to support the families of students 
with EBD. 
Parental Self-Advocacy in Special Education 
Studies that investigate the role of parent self-advocacy on behalf of their children 
in the special education setting draw mixed and at times opposing conclusions.  Three 
themes emerged in the research conducted by Wang, Mannan, and Poston (2004) on 
parents' perceptions of the impact of their advocacy actions: Advocacy enhances coping, 
advocacy involves struggles, and advocacy causes stress. Wang (2004) found that upper-
middle-class Caucasian Americans represent the group most likely to advocate directly 
on behalf of their children during IEP meetings.  Consequently, these children also 
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receive enhanced services and better educational placements. (Wang et al., 2004).  
Several barriers compromise the ability of many other parents to engage in self-advocacy 
on behalf of their children in special education.  Schools with a high rate of poverty tend 
to have the lowest levels of parental involvement and advocacy both in special and 
regular education settings (National Research Council, 2002).  Some parents from 
culturally diverse backgrounds in which the needs of the majority take precedence over 
the right of the individual may be unwilling or reluctant to advocate for their children. In 
these cases, overt advocacy may run counter to their cultural mores regarding individual 
rights, choices and expectation for equity (Kalyanpur, Harry, & Skrtic, 2000).  Many 
parents who are forced to advocate on behalf of their children, and who view the process 
of advocacy as a challenge, experience increased levels of anxiety and stress.  Other 
parents who speak on behalf of their children as a coping mechanism do experience a 
reduction in their stress level.  Most parents, however, reported their efforts at self-
advocacy on behalf of their children as emotionally draining (Cunconan-Lahr & 
Brotherson, 1996).  The feeling of stress and of being overwhelmed when engaging in 
self-advocacy on behalf of children in special education intensifies in situations involving 
single-parent families, foster or adoptive families, homeless families and families with a 
large number of children (Fish, 1990).  A systematic review of the literature reveals that 
self-advocacy on behalf of children in special education by families can be ineffective, 
stressful and ultimately costly, as it often leads to adversarial relationships with school 
administrators and many of these encounters result in expensive due process hearings 
(Fish, 2006). 
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Facilitated Individualized Education Program (IEP) Meetings 
The Individual with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) established three formal 
procedures for families to appeal the special education decisions that schools make: due 
process hearings, formal complaints, and mediation.  All three options are expensive and 
time consuming for families and school districts alike. (Feinberg, Beyer & Moses, 2002; 
IDEA 2004).  Consequently, Individualized Education Program (IEP) meetings 
facilitation by a neutral party is one approach some public school districts use as a less 
expensive alternative.  The IDEA Reauthorization Act of 2004 requires the Local 
Education Agency (LEA), parents and school staff to meet without the presence of 
attorneys before any due process hearing can take place (IDEA 2004, 30C.F.R.).  In 
response to this requirement and as a way to mitigate potential conflicts, many school 
districts use the facilitated Individualized Education Program (IEP) meetings as a step to 
preempt formal dispute resolutions (CADRE, 2002).  A facilitated IEP meeting is often a 
proactive step that the school district takes if either party foresees potential difficulties or 
conflicts in a prospective IEP meeting.  The role of the IEP facilitator is restricted to 
organizing the IEP meeting and to keeping the parties focused on the needs of the child 
and the IEP services that may be needed (Bar-Lev, Neustadt & Peter, 2002). 
The option of facilitated IEP meeting still represents a form of parental self-
advocacy, as it requires the parents to speak on behalf of their children.  Several studies 
have shown that the use of a neutral facilitator tends to lessen the power imbalance 
between parents and their children's school.  During the facilitated IEP meeting, the 
school and the parents still meet and have open discussions, but an outside facilitator 
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assists with the overall organization of the encounter and maintains order and focus 
(Mueller, 2004).  Lake and Billingsley found that even in instances when parents opt for 
a facilitated IEP meeting, they often still hire a special education advocate for two 
primary reasons.  The special education process is involved and complicated. The role of 
the outside party is limited. They set up and facilitate the meeting to focus the discussion 
on the issues (Lake and Billingsley, 2000).  Many parents are often unable to gain 
maximum benefit from the facilitated IEP meeting due to their inadequate knowledge of 
the law, their low level of social capital, or their lack of familiarity with the types of 
resources to which their children are entitled (Feinberg et al., 2002).  While some studies 
have determined that the use of a neutral facilitator promotes more productive 
communication between schools and families during IEP meetings, no studies have been 
done to measure the level of parental satisfaction stemming from this process.  
Additionally, research has not been conducted to gauge the effectiveness of facilitated 
IEP meetings in securing the optimum level of services for students with emotional and 
behavioral disabilities (Chang & Chloe, 2004). 
Mediation in Special Education 
Frustrated parents, who often lack the support and knowledge to navigate the 
complex maze of school-based special education, at times resort to mediation as a last-
ditch effort to overcome the roadblocks they encounter during the IEP determination 
process.  It is notable that formal mediation and facilitated IEP meetings differ in many 
ways.  Mediation is a legal dispute resolution in which complainants and responders 
come together with the aid of an independent party to resolve the differences they are 
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unable to address successfully during the IEP meetings.  It is usually the last step before 
formal due process hearings take place.  It also occurs typically after several encounters 
have taken place between the school district and the parents.  Lastly, agreements reached 
between the parties following mediation are legally binding. 
Findings from the research literature show mixed results relating to the perception 
of families about the effectiveness and value of mediation.  Participants in a 2001 
evaluative study conducted in Michigan reported high levels of satisfaction with both the 
process and the outcome of mediation (Verdouk, 2001).  However, in another study on 
the use and effectiveness of mediation involving participants across seven states, one-
third of the parents reported a high level of dissatisfaction with the outcomes of 
mediation (Schrag & Schrag, 2004).  They indicated that they would not use mediation 
again because “solutions worked out in the mediation agreement were ineffective or not 
implemented, and, to a lesser degree, complaint decisions/corrective actions were not 
effective ((Schrag & Schrag, 2004, p. vi).  Many of these parents either did not have the 
background knowledge to craft agreements that would benefit their children maximally 
or they lacked the support to ensure that their children's schools implement the plans that 
stem from the mediation process with fidelity (Schrag & Scrhag, 2004). 
Nowell and Salem (2007) found that special education mediation hurt parent-
school relationships and was also positively correlated with increased levels of post-
mediation parental self-efficacy.  Six out of seven participants reported that mediation 
had negative impacts on their relationship with their children's schools.  They reported 
the following adverse effects of mediation: “Decreased trust and communication between 
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parents and school personnel; Increased adversarial relationship between parents and 
school personnel; and reinforced perceptions of powerlessness." (Nowell & Salem, 2007, 
p. 307).  These same respondents also reported “increased school respect for parents' 
knowledge, rights, and decision-making role; increased parent involvement in special 
advocacy"; suggesting correlation or causation between mediation and increased levels of 
parents' sense of self-efficacy (Nowell & Salem, 2007, pp. 308–309). 
Family Peer Advocacy in the Children’s Mental Health Sector 
Family Peer Advocacy refers to the concept of using families who have gone 
through similar experiences, who have navigated through similar systems and who have 
faced comparable roadblocks to delivering family to family support that reduces 
structural barriers and facilitates access to services and resources.  The children's mental 
health care sector has a long tradition, since the late 1980's of using family peer 
advocates to support the families of children and adolescents who suffer from mental 
illnesses and clinical psychological disorders (Hoagwood et al., 2008).  These family peer 
advocates typically support families in four main areas: serving as a source of 
information regarding services available within the community and in the state; educating 
families regarding their rights and the rights of their children; sitting in family and 
treatment meetings; and providing empathetic emotional support during and after school 
meetings.  These advocates gain the trust of families because frequently they also have 
raised children who have mental illness or clinical psychological disorders (Wisdom et 
al., 2011). 
Public mental health systems across the nation have been using family peer 
	 21 
advocates increasingly to overcome the bureaucratic or eligibility roadblocks that 
families often face when trying to access mental health services for their children 
(National Federation of Families for Children’s Mental Health [NFFCMH], 2008).  These 
paraprofessionals help parents through coaching, support, direct advocacy, and modeling 
as families negotiate mental health and social services for their children (Davis et al., 
2010; NFFCMH, 2008). 
The research literature shows an apparent disparity in the prevalence of advocates 
in the children's mental health sector as opposed to the special education field.  Often, the 
cost-sharing structure for the treatment of children with mental health issues embeds 
specific quality indicators that tend to favor clinical outcomes, efficiency, continuity of 
care and responsiveness.  These are all factors that are likely impacted by the 
involvement of family peer advocates in the children's mental health sector (Arah et al., 
2006).  Thus, states have a vested interest in developing and facilitating programs for the 
families of mentally ill children that will keep them in the community and out of inpatient 
treatment centers. 
Wrap-Around Services as a Substitute for Advocacy in the Special Education Sector 
The prevalence of family peer advocates in the children's mental health sector has 
not materialized in the field of special education (Davis et al., 2010; NFFCMH, 2008). 
No data have been found in the research literature highlighting any state that has thus far 
instituted the use of advocates in special education the way that New York has promoted 
their use in the mental health center.  Most states and school districts have adopted a 
wrap-around approach to support students with mental health issues or who have been 
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diagnosed with emotional and behavioral disabilities and are receiving special education 
services (Coldiron et al, 2017).  This model is often a workaround to compensate for the 
lack of direct support that families would typically receive from a trained special 
education advocate. 
Like the Family Peer Advocacy model, the concept of wraparound originated in 
the mental health sector as an entry point to support mentally ill children and to fulfill the 
continuum of services requirements that would keep them at home and away from 
inpatient mental health institutions (Coldiron et al, 2017; Burns & Goldman, 1999).  
Many school districts began using a wrap-around model for children with emotional and 
behavioral disabilities and other mental health issues in collaboration with the children 
and family services in the late 1990's (Coldiron et al, 2017; Burns & Goldman, 1999).  A 
variety of agencies, including mental health, the state department of children and 
families, and the juvenile justice system coordinate the wraparound services provided as 
interventions for special education students, while the families of these children play a 
limited role in the process (Coldiron et al, 2017; Knitzer, 1982). For some children with 
emotional and behavioral disabilities, these services often begin as a result of a referral to 
a pediatrician or a mental health professional after numerous calls, meetings and teacher 
interventions resulting from a child's inability to cope acceptably in a school environment 
(Coldiron et al, 2017; Burns & Goldman, 1999).  For other children, these wrap-around 
services are mandated by the court system after they have exhibited enough externalizing 
behaviors such as aggression, impulsivity, coercion, and non-compliance to cause them to 
be involved with the judicial and penal systems (Smith, 2011).  In these cases, the 
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families of these children do not view the professionals with whom they work as 
advocates. Instead, they approach these services through the lenses of compliance.  The 
relationship is often characterized by fear and a lack of trust, with the parents seldom 
serving as equal partners in the process (Lourie, Katz-Leavy, and Stroul, 1996). 
Teacher Advocacy in Special Education 
General education and special education teachers, by their close working 
relationships with students with emotional and behavioral disabilities, are often in the 
best position to advocate for them since they are most aware of their academic needs.  
Additionally, many of these teachers are often intimately cognizant of the circumstances 
that their students face at home, in their surrounding environments, and at school.  
However, LaMorte, Herbert, and Mould (1992) found several barriers that impede the 
potential effectiveness of teachers as advocates for their students.  There is an underlying 
conflict that typically exists between teachers' desire to recommend programs and 
services that their students need to succeed and the frustrations of school administrators 
deriving from the lack of available resources and the costs associated with these 
programs (Murray, 2005).  Teachers are often hesitant to advocate for resources and 
programs that administrators may view as unaffordable.  They fear that their superiors 
will interpret their behavior as disloyal, radical and misguided (LaMorte, 2002).  The 
second barrier that inhibits teachers as effective advocates relates to a lack of time.  
Teachers identified the time and energy it takes to advocate for their students as 
overwhelming and stressful (Fielder, 2000).  More importantly, however, at the core of 
the difficulty teachers face in promoting the interests of their students with EBD is the 
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dichotomous mandates confronting all schools: school-wide needs versus individual 
needs in the face of a shrinking pool of resources.  School administrators face the hard 
choices of prioritizing the quantifiable success of all students in state-mandated 
assessments over the less measurable and often nebulous individualized and emotional 
stability of students diagnosed with EBD (Murry, 2005). 
Gaps in the Literature 
Procedural due process and collaboration with shared decision making between 
families and schools constitute two foundational pillars of the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) (Turnbull, Turnbull, Shank, & Leal, 1999).  IDEA 
provides within its structure a mechanism for families and schools to resolve conflicts.  
However, a review of the research literature indicates that the relationship that many 
families of students with EBD have with public school administrators tends to be highly 
adversarial (Lake and Billingsley, 2000).  Research has been conducted to analyze the 
role that professional family peer advocates have played in the field of children mental 
health to help families to navigate through the mental health care maze and to connect 
them with community-based services (Hoagwood et al. 2008).  Others have looked at the 
extent to which professional family peer advocates work within the health care and social 
safety net system to reduce the barriers families face in accessing children's mental health 
care and auxiliary services (Gyamfi et al. 2010).  Fish (1990) and Golberg (1995) have 
conducted studies that measure the damaging effects of conflicts between families and 
schools, as measured in, monetary costs, weakened or destroyed relationships, stress and 
a worsening of the anxiety and externalized behaviors of children with EBD.  No 
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identifiable studies have been conducted to investigate the core competencies and skills 
that special education advocates should possess from the perspectives of key stakeholders 
as they represent families in the Individual Education Program (IEP) process.  
Additionally, there is scant research in the education literature that looks into the 
existence, nature, and operation of state credentialing of advocacy in special education. 
Theoretical Framework 
This qualitative study is grounded in Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler's (1995, 1997) 
Concept of Parent Role Construction and Bandura's Self-Efficacy theory (Bandura, 
1997). Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler identified two complementary personal motivators 
that influence the nature, breadth, and depth of family involvement in the education of 
their children: Parental Role Construction and Parental Self-Efficacy. The extent to which 
families engage in educational advocacy on behalf of their children and are involved in 
their schooling is directly related to their beliefs about what they are supposed to do in 
their children’s education as parents and whether they believe that their involvement will 
yield positive results (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 2005). The Parent Role Construction 
and Self-Efficacy theories serve as useful frameworks to understand the motivation of 
many families to seek help from special education advocates as they attempt to affect 
positive education outcomes for their children. 
Parental Role Construction 
Parental Role Construction refers to parents' beliefs about what they are supposed 
to do concerning their children's education and educational progress.  According to 
Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1997), parental role construction: "appears to establish the 
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basic range of activities that parents construe as important, necessary, and permissible for 
their own actions with and on behalf of children." (p. 9). Parental role construction 
impacts the extent to which and how deeply parents are involved in their child's 
education (Walker, Ice, Hoover-Dempsey, & Sandler, 2011; Whitaker & Hoover-
Dempsey, 2013).  Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1997) further asserts that: "When 
applied to parents' choices about involvement in their children's education, these basic 
tenets of role theory suggest that the groups to which parents belong (e.g., the family, the 
child's school, the workplace) will hold expectations about appropriate parental role 
behaviors, including behaviors related to involvement in children's educational processes, 
and will communicate their role expectations to parents." (p. 21). 
Parents' role construction is also contextualized by their perception of the school's 
invitation for involvement as well as life context variables such as the parent's 
understanding of the intricacies of the school system and ability to navigate the 
educational bureaucracy (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997). In the case of families of 
students with emotional and behavioral disabilities, that contextualization is mediated by 
the significant challenges that they experience when navigating the special education 
system and the perceptions that the schools do not welcome or support their advocacy on 
behalf of their disabled children (Stoner et al., 2005). 
According to Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler, specific variables create patterns of 
influence in the parental involvement process (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 2005).  For 
the families of children diagnosed with a disability, the initial emotions of shock, 
disbelief, anxiety, fear, and despair are often replaced by acceptance and a new stage of 
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cognition that drive them to a deeper level of involvement in their children's health care 
and education (Fish, 2008; Trainor, 2010). The parental role construction theory thus 
provides a framework that explains the motivation of the families of children with 
emotional and behavioral disabilities to confront a special education system that is often 
complex, bureaucratic, and at times hostile and dismissive of some parents.  Parental self-
efficacy helps to explain the willingness of some parents to engage in the difficult task of 
defending the best interests of their children through the use of special education 
advocates (Turnbull, Turnbull, Erwin, Soodak, & Shogren, 2010; Trainor, 2010). 
Parental Self-Efficacy 
Parental self-efficacy refers to parents' belief that, through their involvement or 
advocacy, they can exert a positive influence on their children's educational outcomes or 
secure for them the appropriate school or health care services to which they are entitled 
(Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997). It is derivative of Bandura's Perceived Self-Efficacy 
theory (1994), which he defines as "people's belief about their capabilities to produce 
designated levels of performance that exercise influence over events that affect their 
lives. (p. 71).  As Hoover-Dempsey (1997) asserts "Applied to parental involvement in 
children's education, self-efficacy theory suggests that parents will guide their actions 
(i.e., make their involvement choices) by thinking through, in advance of their behavior, 
what outcomes are likely to follow the actions they might take. They will develop goals 
for their behaviors based on these anticipations and will plan actions designed to achieve 
them.  Individuals' self-efficacy beliefs undergird in part the challenges they decide to 
undertake, how much effort they are willing to put into the situation, and the extent of 
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their persistence and perseverance in working to overcome difficulties." (Pp 17–18).  
Although the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) includes significant rights for 
parents, such as the right to request independent education evaluations and to initiate 
hearings by independent officers when they disagree with schools, several factors make 
such direct advocacy difficult for families (Stoner et al., 2005). The families of children 
with emotional and behavioral disabilities face unique set circumstances that impact their 
quality of life and the educational outcomes for their children (Kutash et al., 2011). These 
challenges related to the behavioral problems that their children experience in school and 
at home are often exacerbated by the difficulties that these families encounter in 
navigating the public school special education bureaucracy, often making them feel 
disempowered (Fish, 2006). 
Parents' self-efficacy beliefs determine in part the challenges they are willing to 
tackle and the level of effort they exert to engage schools and advocate for the 
appropriate resources their children need to make adequate progress (Hoover-Dempsey & 
Sandler, 2005). Most parents of children with emotional and behavioral disabilities report 
feeling overwhelmed and at times confused by the Special Education system (Mueller & 
Buckley, 2014).  Many other families indicate that they are intimated by the perceived 
power imbalance between them and the school system they face (Leiter & Krauss, 2004). 
Still, other parents feel that they lack the legitimacy of an expert (Kalayanpur, Harry & 
Skrtic, 2000).  While most parents expressed concerns about the challenges they face in 
their attempts to engage school districts on behalf of their children, those with low levels 
of self-efficacy experienced feelings of helplessness that stemmed directly from their 
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belief that any effort to confront the special education bureaucracy will not yield any 
positive results.  These parents routinely retreated from engaging with their children's 
schools or advocating for services on their behalf.  This unwillingness to challenge the 
system was apparent even when the role construction of these parents was well defined 
(Kush et al., 2013).  On the other end, parents with high self-efficacy tended to persevere 
in their advocacy on behalf of their children and were more likely to engage the services 
of special education advocates (Kush et al., 2013). Parents with high self-efficacy viewed 
the roles of their special education advocates through two lenses: acquisition of services 
for their children and building their own capacity to advocate. In addition to relying on 
the technical skills of the advocates to use the laws, regulations, and resources to secure 
the needed services for their children, parents with high self-efficacy built their own 
capacity for advocacy. They empowered themselves by learning through and with the 
special education advocates they enlist (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 2005). The virtuous 
cycle of experiencing success through mastery and vicarious experiences provided by the 
Special Education advocates, in turn, contribute to building further the sense of self-
efficacy of these parents (Bandura, A., 1994; Dempsey & Sandler, 2005). 
  
	 30 
CHAPTER III 
 
METHODOLOGY 
In conducting this research, I have used a qualitative methodology with a thematic 
analysis of open-ended questions posed during in-depth semi-structured interviews to 
analyze the responses of the participants for emerging themes (Percy et al., 2015). I have 
taken this approach because the study aims to glean insights from a variety of 
stakeholders about their interpretations of their interactions with special education 
advocates, in the public school setting (Merriam, 2009).  Using a thematic analysis 
allowed me to identify and to group evolving themes and sub-themes through cross-
references between the data sets.  
Research Design 
I conducted an interpretivist qualitative research study, using in-depth semi-
structured interviews, to explore the perceptions of a purposive sample of participants to 
arrive at a deeper understanding of the qualities and core competencies that make special 
education advocates helpful in their support of families who have children with emotional 
and behavioral disabilities in school-based special education settings. This qualitative 
study investigated the interactions and experiences of special education advocates in 
public schools with key stakeholders, including the families of students with emotional 
and behavioral disabilities, school administrators and the advocacy organizations that 
train and support advocates. The aim was to understand the experiences of these 
constituencies and how they shape their perceptions of the core competencies and skills 
that special education advocates need to possess to be helpful to families. I also 
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documented the patterns of core competencies and skills that the stakeholders identified. 	
A qualitative study that employs in-depth semi-structured interviews as the 
primary method of inquiry allowed for a deeper understanding of the experiences that 
stakeholders such as families of students with emotional and emotional disabilities, 
public school administrators and representatives of advocacy organizations have had with 
special education advocates.  The main advantage in using a generic qualitative design 
lies in the ability of the researcher to gather in-depth information about the experiences of 
the participants, the meaning they made of these experiences and the insights they have 
developed about the field. The generic qualitative design also enables the researcher to 
gather rich descriptive data of the participants’ narrative answers to interview questions 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). The themes outlining the core competencies and skills that 
special education advocates need to embody to be helpful to families emerged directly 
from the participants’ experiences in engaging with special education advocates and with 
each other in the public school special education system.  The emergence of the 
participants’ experiences within a social exchange differs markedly from the kind of 
inner meaning of their experiences from a phenomenological approach (Moustakas, 
1994).   
I did not use grounded theory as the research approach because it is "grounded in 
data systematically gathered and analyzed with the intended purpose to develop a new 
theory that emerges from the data” (Strauss & Corbin, 1994, p. 217; Merriam, 2009).  My 
purpose in conducting this study is not to create a new theory about special education 
advocacy.  I used a qualitative methodology because my primary goal was to investigate 
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the experiences and perceptions of participants who were intimately familiar with special 
education advocacy on behalf of families of children with emotional and behavioral 
disabilities. 
I documented the participants’ thoughts and reflections by compiling detailed 
narratives of their real-world experiences using in-depth semi-structured interviews 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). The in-depth interviews used as part of the design of this 
research adheres to a form of social constructivism through which the participants’ 
perceptions stem primarily from the meaning they construct from their experiences and 
social interactions (Rudestam et al., 2007).  Lastly, in-depth interviews enabled the 
special education advocates, in particular, to reflect more broadly and more deeply on 
their lived experiences both as detached professionals and, for many of them, as parents 
of children with emotional and behavioral disabilities, along with the meaning they made 
of these experiences (Seidman, 2013).  
Study Participants and Eligibility Criteria 
I selected the 21 participants in this study from a purposive pool of 60 public 
school administrators, families of students with emotional and behavioral disabilities, 
special education advocates and executives from advocacy organizations. The parent 
participants have children with diagnoses of emotional and behavioral disabilities (EBD) 
who receive special education services in the public school setting, rather than physical 
disabilities or chronic health problems.  Only one member over the age of eighteen within 
each family was eligible to participate in the research study.  The advocacy organizations 
whose representatives were involved in the research have been established for at least 
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five years and are recognized for their advocacy work on behalf of children with special 
needs. They also offer training	for special education advocates. The school administrator 
participants work in public schools that offer special education services specially tailored 
to meet the educational and socio-emotional needs of students with diagnosed emotional 
and behavioral disabilities.  I drew the names of the school administrators who 
participated in the research from the list of Massachusetts public schools that offer 
special education services to children diagnosed with emotional and behavioral 
disabilities.  School administrators who never dealt with special education advocates and 
whose schools do not include any special education student with emotional and 
behavioral disabilities were ineligible to participate in the study. I chose the special 
education advocates for the study based on their training and experience. I selected only 
special education advocates who have handled at least ten cases involving children with 
diagnosed emotional and behavioral disabilities during their tenure and have been 
practicing for at least two years.  These special education advocates have all received 
formal training and charge fees for the advocacy services they provide to families.  
Identification and Selection of Study Participants 
In this study, I used a non-probability, purposive sampling strategy to identify 
prospective participants for the study (Creswell, 2013). A non-probability method was 
appropriate because there were specific criteria that could be met only by a subset of the 
populations of potential participants. For instance, although many parents of children 
who receive special education services use special education advocates (Burke, 2013), 
the focus of the study required that I exclude the parents of children with disabilities that 
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are strictly medical. Likewise, I restricted my choice of school administrators only to 
those who work in public schools that provide direct, special education services to 
students with a diagnosis of emotional and behavioral disabilities.  Lastly, the study's 
requirement that I select advocacy organizations that provide training and professional 
development to special education advocates necessitated that I exclude these advocacy 
organizations that focus only on advancing policy agenda at the federal and state levels.  
A specific subset of the population of families, school administrators, advocacy 
organizations and advocates was appropriate to glean the needed insights related to the 
participants' perceptions and experiences (Mason, 2010).  
Using the publicly-available school administrators information from the 
Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary education, I sent an email to a 
purposive sample of 20 school administrators whose schools provided services to 
students with emotional and behavioral disorders. Six administrators responded. Four 
administrators were eligible to participate in the study. Two of the six administrators who 
responded were not eligible to participate in the study because their schools did not have 
a cluster or classroom that caters specifically for students with emotional and behavioral 
disorders. 
After the Federation for Children with Special Needs, the Special Education 
Advocacy Network, and the Justice Resource Institute posted my IRB approved research 
invitation on their ListServ, 20 special education advocates responded. I selected the only 
eight special education advocates that were eligible to participate in the study based on 
the criteria that they received their training from an accredited entity and have experience 
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supporting the families of children with emotional and behavioral disabilities. 15 parents 
also responded to the invitation posted on the ListServ. I selected the six parents who are 
eligible to participate in the study because they had children with diagnosis of emotional 
and behavioral disorders who were receiving special education services in public schools. 
The other nine parents had children who had disabilities that were mainly health related. I 
contacted directly five advocacy organizations. Five executives from three advocacy 
organizations responded. After reading the research prospectus, three senior 
representatives agreed to be interviewed for the research. I recruited all eight special 
education advocates and all six families through the Federation for Children with Special 
Needs and the Special Education Advocacy Network.  
The pool of participants was diverse with representation from a variety of cultural 
backgrounds, genders, ages, and ethnicities. Geographically the pool consisted primarily 
of participants from Massachusetts.  One of the participants lived in New York and had 
emailed me to express an interest in the study after receiving notice about the study from 
the Boston-based Federation for Children with Special Needs (FCSN). I was intentional 
in selecting participants that would provide a broad range of perspectives relating to their 
experiences with special education advocates in the public schools setting (Creswell, 
2013). I also needed to be selective and purposeful in ensuring that only participants who 
had the relevant backgrounds and experiences working with special education advocates 
on behalf of families with children who have emotional and behavioral disabilities were 
included in the study (Percy et al., 2015). Hence, I needed to develop and follow specific 
eligibility criteria to select prospective participants to include in the study. 
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Description and Demographic Composition of the Interviewees 
The purposive sample of participants included eight special education advocates 
who have practiced for at least two years, four public school administrators who have 
worked closely with special education advocates within the past year and whose schools 
provide direct, special education services to students with emotional and behavioral 
disabilities. The participants also included six families who have been represented by 
special education advocates and whose children have been diagnosed with emotional and 
behavioral disabilities. Lastly, I interviewed the senior executives of three nationally 
recognized advocacy organizations: The Special Needs Advocacy Network, the 
Federation for Children with Special Needs and Olive Branch Advocacy. The participants 
are well suited to provide valid insights into the qualities and core competencies that 
make special education advocates helpful in their support to the families of children with 
emotional and behavioral disabilities because of their experiences with the population 
and the advocates who represent them. I have included the demographic information for 
the participants in Table 3.1 below.  
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Table 3.1 Participants Demographic Data 
Name Gender Role # of Years of experience 
Child’s 
disability State Race 
Maryellen F School Principal 10 N/A MA White 
Kelsey M School Psychologist 6 N/A MA White 
Joyce F School Principal 5 N/A MA Latina 
Walter M School Principal 10 N/A MA Black 
Ethan M School Principal 10 N/A MA White 
Debbie F Special Ed Advocate 17 N/A MA White 
Ellen F Special Ed Advocate 15 N/A MA White 
Faith F Special Ed Advocate 15 ADHD MA White 
David M Special Ed Advocate 12 N/A MA White 
John M Special Ed Advocate 10 ODD MA White 
Stacey F Special Ed Advocate 20 ADHD/ODD MA White 
Kim F Special Ed Advocate 11 Autism MA White 
Elizabeth F Executive Advocacy Organization 15 Anxiety/ADHD MA Black 
Audrey F Executive Advocacy Organization 8 N/A MA Black 
Mark M Executive Advocacy Organization 10 N/A MA White 
Kim F Parent 10 ADHD/Tourette MA White 
Danielle F Parent 7 Anxiety/ADHD MA White 
Pam F Parent 8 EBD NY White 
Dave M Parent 5 EBD/Anxiety MA White 
Siobhan F Parent 4 EBD/Aggression MA White 
Tee F Parent 2 Anxiety MA Black 
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Recruitment Procedures 
I began the recruitment phase of the research by identifying elementary and 
middle schools across Massachusetts, through information publicly available in the 
Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) website. I 
contacted the administrators of Massachusetts public schools that offer special education 
services to children diagnosed with emotional and behavioral disabilities via emails 
publicly available in the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary 
Education (DESE) website.  I contacted those who responded and who expressed an 
interest in the study via the telephone numbers at each school, which are also available 
through the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education website. 
I used the contact information publicly available in the websites of the Federation 
for Children with Special Needs (FCSN), the Special Education Advocacy Network 
(SPAN) and the Justice Research Institute (JRI) to identify representatives from these 
organizations who may become prospective participants in the research study.  The initial 
email contact with the respondents was followed by phone conversations and face to face 
meetings, as necessary, with those who expressed interest in the study to discuss the 
nature, expectations, parameters, and boundaries of the research project. 
The recruitment of trained special education advocates and families of children 
with emotional and behavioral disabilities as prospective participants in the research 
study was done through the Federation for Children with Special Needs, the Special 
Education Advocacy Network, and the Justice Research Institute.  The senior leadership 
team at the Federation for Children with Special Needs and the Special Education 
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Advocacy Network agreed to post on their listserv and E-board a letter that the Boston 
University IRB approved. The letter describes the research and gives prospective 
participants the option to contact me directly, if they are interested. 
This process safeguarded the privacy of the participants and ensured that they 
took the affirmative steps to initiate contact if they wished to participate in the study. I 
interviewed only one adult member of each family, in the case of multi-member families.  
I did not enroll any children under the age of eighteen in the study.  The recruitment 
process resulted in the identification of four public school-based administrators and six 
families who have children with emotional and behavioral disabilities who receive 
special education services in the public elementary or middle schools. It also yielded 
eight trained special education advocates who have been in practice for a minimum of 
two years and who have handled a minimum of ten cases during their tenure. Lastly, I 
recruited three participants who are representatives of advocacy organizations from the 
list of respondents who contacted me.	
Special Education Advocate Participants: Backgrounds and Pathways to Advocacy 
Since this study seeks to shed light on the qualities, ethos and work of special 
education advocates, I felt it was necessary to provide a more in-depth profile of each 
participant who is a special education advocate. I did not believe that a comparable depth 
of details is warranted for the other categories of participants since they are not the actual 
subjects of the study, but contributors of information. The biographical data table 
provides the necessary assurance that each participant in the other categories meet the 
specific eligibility criteria for inclusion in the study. 
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The special education advocates who participated in the study had a broad range 
of personal and professional backgrounds.  They also took diverse pathways to advocacy.  
Six out of the seven special education advocates who participated in the study have 
children who received special education services in public schools as a result of 
diagnosed disabilities.  Two of the special education advocates were public school 
administrators, in addition to being the parents of disabled children.  Two others counted 
their business experiences as their primary backgrounds and had no previous experience 
with the public school special education system before they became special education 
advocates. I have outlined below the profile of the special education advocates who 
participated in the study to highlight their wide-ranging backgrounds and the factors that 
motivated them to engage in formal advocacy on behalf of other families: 
John - As the parent of a child with special needs and a public school educator for 
two decades, John is one of the rare individuals who can identify with the perspectives of 
both parents and school administrators during difficult meetings. He saw firsthand, as a 
school administrator, the complexity of balancing the costs of providing individualized 
services to a few students with special needs with the legal mandate to provide a high-
quality education for all general education students in an era of declining resources for 
public schools.  John experienced personally as a parent the need to advocate on behalf of 
his son to ensure that his school provides him the best possible education. Ultimately, he 
decided to capitalize on his personal experience as the parent of a child with disabilities 
and as a school administrator who worked with students who had a range of disabilities to 
become a special education advocate.  Although John had the “lived experience” as a 
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parent of a child with special needs and he was an educator, he emphasized that he did 
not rely only on these two aspects of his background to credential him as a special 
education advocate. Rather, he immersed himself in numerous classes and professional 
courses to develop an adequate grasp of the legal aspects of special education: 
I began when I have a special needs son for 23 years. I was an educator for years. 
I started with working with some emotionally disturbed kids. I formally became 
an educational consultant and advocate in 2009. I did graduate work and inclusion 
work, and I was trained by the Federation. I worked with SPAN.  I don't think I'm 
an ordinary advocate in that regard because I have both those professional 
credentials and background in graduate work, but I also have that life experience 
as well.  
As he discussed the timing of his decision to become a special education 
advocate, John underlined the fact that he waited until he had healed from the emotional 
complexities of raising a son with a disability and navigating through the bureaucracy of 
the school system before leaping to become a special education advocate. Reflecting on 
his decision to become a special education advocate, John highlighted the importance of 
the role of time and space to gain perspective and objectivity:  
There were points in my life that I don't think advocacy would have been a good 
idea for me. There had to be a point in time where I felt like I could separate those 
emotional experiences from the past. It's really important I'm working from an 
intellectual, rational mind. Because the parents need people like me because they 
are stuck in that emotional view.  
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Stacey is the mother of a student with dyslexia, Oppositional Defiance Disorder 
(ODD) and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) in Kindergarten.  She 
experienced the frustration that other parents reported to a level that drove her to hire a 
special education advocate and later to become a member of the Parent Advisory Council 
(PAC) in her child's school.  Stacey became the prototypical special education advocate 
who entered the profession to make sure that the ill-treatment and frustration that she 
experienced while navigating the special education system would not become the fate of 
other families.  She read widely and attended training sessions on special education law 
and due process procedures before embarking on her new role representing the interests 
of families and children who receive special education services in the public school 
system. Stacey highlights the circumstances and motivations that drove her to become 
involved in the Parent Advisory Council (PAC) in her child’s school and ultimately to 
become a special education advocate: 
So I became the PAC chair in our town. And then I felt strongly that the 
experience that my family had and my son had really shouldn't be happening. 
What I was learning from a lot of the other families in my town, a lot of the same 
stories, a lot of the stories were the same. So I did get training [Parent Consultant 
Training Institute] through the Federation for Children with Special Needs.  
Like many of her peers, Stacey does not engage in special education advocacy for 
its financial rewards. Rather her motivation for the work stems from a deep, almost raw, 
compassion for the families who often go through some of the same difficulties she 
experienced as a parent and lack the financial resources to hire a trained special education 
	 43 
advocate or an attorney. As Stacey explains:  
I don’t make a lot of money doing this. And in fact, I have a real job because I 
have to pay bills. But, the motivation really is I feel so strongly that children are 
not getting what they need. 
David - Although he does not have children of his own with disabilities, David 
worked for a school for children with severe emotional and behavioral disabilities. His 
position as a coordinator of services in a private day school for children with emotional 
and behavioral disabilities required him to interface with families and the public schools 
that would use his school as a private placement for children whose emotional 
disturbances were too severe to handle in public school setting. David played similar 
roles in a public school system near Boston. After losing his positions at the public school 
system and subsequently in the private school, David decided to use the experience and 
knowledge he had acquired both in the public and private schools to represent families of 
children who require special education services in the public school system.  David 
explains his background and the circumstances that led him to switch to special education 
advocacy as a career path: 
I had taken the Federation training [Parent Consultant Training Institute]. I’ve 
been doing this now for just about seven years, I think, in the true capacity of a 
parent advocate. I think I always did that. Because even in this program I ran in 
the public schools in Newton I really was an advocate for parents. 
Ellen was the one outlier amongst the other advocates, in terms of connection to 
special education.  Like David, she did not have a child with a disability who received 
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special education services in the public school system. Unlike David, however, she never 
worked in a public or private school as a special educator, before becoming a special 
education advocate. After earning a Master of Business Administration (MBA), she 
attended training at the Federation for Children with Special Needs (FCSN) so she could 
help some of her friends who had children with disabilities who were receiving special 
education services in public schools. After listening to the difficulties some of her friends 
were facing, as they interacted with their children’s schools, Ellen decided to pursue a 
career in special education advocacy full time. She felt that her educational and business 
backgrounds equipped her with the problem solving, analytical, collaboration and 
interpersonal skills that the position requires. She also felt that the case analysis 
experience she gained in the business school would serve her clients well when she works 
with schools to determine placements and develop Individualized Education Programs 
(IEP) for the students she serves.  Ellen described the academic and professional 
backgrounds that prepared her to become a special education advocate: 
I do have an MBA, which gives me a lot of case-analysis skills. The Federation 
training [Parent Consultant Training Institute] was very helpful. I actually just 
took the training again a couple of months ago just because I wanted to see what 
the curriculum looked like now a few years later. 
Kim - As the mother of a child with autism, Kim set out to educate herself about 
early intervention, and special education to support her child in the public school system. 
Autism is not classified as an emotional and behavioral disability.  Rather, it is a 
neurodevelopmental disorder, or developmental disability (DSM-5). Kim’s interest in 
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special education led her to attend some workshops at the Federation of Children with 
Special Needs, which culminated in her new career as a full-time special education 
advocate. Although her son was not diagnosed with an emotional and behavioral 
disability, the manifestation of his autism disabilities included some outbursts and other 
externalized behaviors, which sensitized Kim to the plight and needs of parents of 
children with emotional and behavioral disabilities. Kim highlighted the path that took 
her from the mother of an autistic child to a professional special education advocate: 
I’m a mom to a child with autism. So I learned as she went through early 
intervention into the school system. I started to learn about the laws. Then I 
decided to get Federation training… And then I also did the Wrightlaw training 
that same year, so I would be able to really use the skills and be trained.  
Like other special education advocates who stumbled into a formal career in 
advocacy, Kim did not expect her interest in special education, motivated initially by a 
desire to help her son, to result in a career as a special education advocate that consumes 
a significant portion of her time. She also found that her professional background in 
business was very relevant to her new role.  Like Ellen, the special education advocate 
who entered the field after earning a Master of Business Administration degree, Kim 
found the organizational, analytical, interpersonal and negotiation skills she honed as a 
former sales representative for a pharmaceutical company to be an asset to her new role 
as a special education advocate.  She explains how her background in sales has helped 
her to become a more effective advocate:  
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What I love about special ed advocacy is I never thought I would necessarily do it 
as a career. But it really ties in my skill set. I used to be in sales; I used to work 
for a pharmaceutical company. So I got tons of knowledge when I worked for 
them, for UI Lily.  
Data Collection 
I gathered the data for the study through semi-structured interviews with the 
participants.  I secured verbal consents from all of them, prior to starting the interviews.  
The script of the verbal consent consists of a full disclosure that outlines the purpose of 
the study, its parameters, and boundaries. The consent letter includes the right to refuse 
participation, any potential issues that may arise, the right to refuse to answer some or all 
of the questions during the interview. Lastly, the letter explicitly informed the 
participants of their right to withdraw from the study at any time.  
I conducted 19 interviews via the telephone. I met with the other two participants 
at local coffee shops to do the remaining interviews in person.  Before each interview, I 
introduced myself to the participants and reiterated the purpose of the research and the 
procedures for the meetings. I used a questionnaire as a guide to stimulate conversation 
and discussion about the participants' background, experience, and perceptions as they 
relate to children with emotional and behavioral disabilities and their work with special 
education advocates in the public school system.  When interviewing the parents of 
children with emotional and behavioral disabilities, I typically began by asking them: 
"Tell me about your child. What do you love most about him or her?" This approach has 
helped to maintain a balanced focus on both the joys and challenges of raising a child 
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with a disability and to build rapport with each participant by starting on a positive note. I 
took a similar approach in interviewing special education advocates. I started each 
conversation by asking them: "Tell me about your initial motivation to become a special 
education advocate and the joy and challenges that you face daily doing this job?" This 
particular start to the interview typically leads to the collection of relevant biographical 
information about each special education advocate and how they perceive their role.   
I was pleasantly surprised at how eager all the participants were, especially the 
families of children with EBD and the special education advocates, to share both their 
experiences and their perceptions about what the qualities and core competencies they 
felt special education advocates needed to make them helpful to families.  Although the 
interviews were designed to last between 30 and 45 minutes, most of the conversations I 
had with families, the special education advocates and the representatives of advocacy 
organizations lasted between 60 and 90 minutes. The average length of an interview was 
75 minutes.  
Interview Questions 
 I used a bank of questions that included the five primary research questions I was 
investigating and several supplemental questions that were relevant to each category of 
participants I interviewed. The following open-ended primary research questions guided 
my interviews with the school administrators, the families of children with emotional and 
behavioral disabilities, the special education advocates and with the representatives of 
advocacy organizations that train them: 
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Rapport Building Question for Parents of Children with EBD: Tell me about 
your child. What are their strengths? What do you love most about them? 
Question 1: What has been your experience working with special education  
advocates in the public schools? 
Question 2: How do you view the role of special education advocates and their 
approach to advocacy?  
Question 3: What have you noticed about the personal, professional and 
educational backgrounds of the special education advocates with whom you have 
worked? 
Question 4: What are, in your view, the qualities and core competencies that 
make special education advocates helpful in their advocacy on behalf of families 
of children with emotional and behavioral disabilities? 
Question 5 (For Parents): What circumstances led you to hire a special 
education advocate? 
Question 6: Tell me about an experience that you had working with a special 
education advocate who was helpful? What made him or her helpful?	
I took field notes during and after each interview. I used my notes as necessary to 
formulate follow up questions and as a tool for reflection after each interview.  I asked 
the same questions of all the participants within each group. However, the follow-up 
questions flowed directly from the responses provided by the participants and may differ 
from one participant to the next.  All the interviews were audiotaped and transcribed.  
The audio files represented over 35 hours of interviews, resulting in approximately 500 
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pages of single space transcripts. Hard copies of the transcriptions of the recordings are 
stored securely inside the primary investigator's desk.  Electronic versions of the 
transcriptions are password protected.  I saved all email exchanges between the study 
participants and me in password protected documents in DropBox. The emails between 
me and the participants consisted of the IRB approved introduction letters, description of 
the research and follow up emails about logistical details to set up the interviews. 
I used a coding system to protect the identity of the research participants. The 
coding system includes a master code table with unique identification codes.  I have not 
collected the names of the research participants. I also have not cross-referenced the 
identification codes with the names of the research participants.  The names and contact 
information of the research participants are kept securely in a separate location and are 
not linked to any interview data. The data file that contains the name and contact 
information of the research participants will be destroyed after the dissertation is 
completed and approved. 
Methodology for Data Analysis 
All interviews were transcribed verbatim by a paid transcriber with a track record 
of accurate transcription of audiotaped interviews for other faculty members of the 
Boston University community.  I reviewed each transcript for accuracy and listened again 
to the tapes of the recorded interviews as I read each transcript. I took approximately five 
pages of handwritten field notes. After reading the interview transcripts multiple times to 
become intimately familiar with the data, I developed initial codes for each question. 
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Table 3.2 depicts the primary and secondary codes that initially emerged from my 
analysis of the interview transcripts: 
Table 3.2: Initial Primary and Secondary Codes Organizing the Data 
Primary Code Secondary Codes 
Backgrounds 
 
 
Style 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Competencies 
Trained 
Untrained 
“Lived” experience 
Aggressive 
Conciliatory 
Assertive 
Collaborative 
Hands On 
Hands Off 
Mouthpiece 
Coach 
Relationship building 
Communication 
Resourcefulness 
Knowledge 
Objectivity 
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As I reviewed the transcripts further, I kept refining the primary and secondary 
codes for each question into themes that are closely related and carry potential 
subthemes. For instance, for question one: "What has been your experience working with 
special education advocates in the special education setting?", a primary code emerged 
that carried a secondary sub code.  (I include in Table 3.3 depicts the primary and 
secondary codes that emerged for question one along with the related data vignette that 
illustrates the primary code and its related sub code). 
Table 3.3: Data Code Analysis Example 
Primary Code Secondary Code Data Extract 
Wide Spectrum of 
personal background 
Diverse training In understanding from the educational 
surrogate parents is that there is only a very 
brief, maybe 3 or 4-hour training. A little bit 
on special ed law, and, you know, in the 
case where for…I have one advocate, one 
surrogate parent who was a former special 
ed director. So she is so on the ball. She 
teaches us things. But then I have others 
who, like you said, are just people very good 
intentions whose children have gone through 
the system and they want to help out. So I 
think the training is kind of all over the map. 
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Coding Approach 
I used the thematic analysis approach presented by Braun and Clark (2006). Both 
authors describe Thematic Analysis as "a method for identifying and reporting patterns 
(themes) within data. It minimally organizes and describes data sets in rich detail." 
(Braun & Clark, 2006, p. 6). Thematic analysis is particularly helpful in analyzing 
transcripts of semi-structured interviews to identify and select themes that are relevant to 
the research question being investigated (Braun & Clark, 2006). I followed the six phases 
of thematic analysis outlined by Braun and Clark (2006) in selecting the themes and sub-
themes from the data that are relevant to the research questions. 
I used an open coding process to categorize the themes and subthemes as they 
emerged from my analysis of the interview transcripts. I color coded similar themes to 
conduct the data analysis efficiently (Creswell, 2012; Merriam, 2009).  In keeping with 
Braun and Clarke's six phases of thematic data analysis, I sorted the patterns identified in 
the initial codes to formulate themes.  I maintained a dynamic document that contained 
the themes, subthemes and the data extract relevant to each theme and accompanying 
subtheme. As I immersed myself in the iterative process of reading the transcripts and 
identifying the appropriate themes and subthemes, I reexamined the data extracts to 
refine the themes and subthemes that emerged until they aligned as closely as possible to 
ensure the validity of the identified themes in relation to the entire data set. After 
continuously refining the themes, I arrived at what I felt was a coherent, clear, non-
repetitive version of the story that the information gleaned from the transcripts were 
telling within and across the themes and subthemes that emerged from my analysis of the 
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data. I describe below how I used each of the six phases during the analysis of the 
interview transcripts. 
Phase 1. Familiarization with the Data. My efforts to become familiar with the 
data began during the interview process, as I engaged in conversations with the 
participants and listened intently to their stories while taking notes, as needed. After 
receiving the written transcripts from the transcriber, I reviewed each transcript while 
listening to the taped interviews again to ensure that the transcripts reflect verbatim the 
content of each conversation. This process was followed by several repeated readings of 
the transcripts to become familiar with the data and to begin to identify trends.  
Phase 2. Creation of Initial Codes. As I became increasingly familiar with the 
data through repeated readings, while keeping in mind the research questions, I produced 
an initial list of 50 codes that encapsulated what is meaningful about the data and their 
relevance to the research questions I investigated.  I used multi-colored highlighters and 
wrote notes directly on the transcripts to link specific codes to their related textual 
fragments. I read all the transcripts from each group of participants.  I analyze the 
transcripts across each stratified sample by stakeholder role. The purpose of this exercise 
was to select patterns and themes within and across the different groups of participants. 
Phase 3. Sorting and Combining Initial Codes into Potential Themes. After 
generating as many codes as possible within the context of the research questions, I 
analyzed them to find codes that could be combined into overarching themes. The 
recursive analysis of the different codes resulted in an aggregate list of 43 themes and 10 
sub-themes that were collated with the data extracts that support them. 
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Phase 4. Refinement of Themes. During this phase of the thematic analysis 
process, I reviewed the major themes along with the accompanying data extracts, 
resulting in some themes being combined. Other themes were further refined and a few 
were eliminated. I re-read the entire set of data extracts attached to the codes that made 
up each theme to ensure that they had internal homogeneity and external heterogeneity. 
Patton (1990) describes internal homogeneity as themes that cohere together 
meaningfully and external heterogeneity as themes that show clear and identifiable 
distinctions between them.  The last step of this phase was to create an initial thematic 
map that depicts each theme and their accompanying sub-theme, when appropriate. I 
repeated this process until it was evident to me that any further refinement of the themes 
would not result in any more clarity and that the codes reflect a cogent alignment with the 
data extracts that were connected to them. Refining the themes and merging similar ones 
resulted in a final aggregate number of 36 themes and six subthemes. 
Phase 5. Final Definition and Naming of Themes.  This phase consists of a 
series of reviews of all the themes, along with the accompanying data extracts to clarify 
what Braun and Clarke (2006) calls the "essence of what each theme is about and 
determining what aspect of the data each theme captures.” (p. 22).  This process of 
defining and refining the themes and sub-themes ensures that they are organized in such a 
way that together they tell a compelling and internally coherent narrative of the data that 
addresses the research questions adequately (Braun and Clarke, 2006). 
Phase 6. Report Writing. The last step of the thematic analysis involves the 
production of an accurate and lucid account of the story the data tells within and across 
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themes, in a way that answers convincingly the research questions I set out to investigate 
(Braun and Clarke, 2006). I embedded enough extracts from the data not only to describe 
the perceptions of all the participants but also to glean additive, logical and useful 
insights into the perceptions of all the participants, of the qualities and core competencies 
that make special education advocates helpful to families. 
Credibility Measures for the Research 
Brantlinger (2005) observed that “Qualitative researchers often bill ourselves as 
the ‘instrument’ in our research enterprise.  We come with ideas to study and develop 
research questions. We clarify our theoretical or conceptual framework. We decided on 
the designs and techniques to address our research questions and problem 
conceptualization.  Finally, we ‘tell the story’ of our research enterprise; we write the 
report for dissemination.” (Pp. 197–198). The broad latitude in data collection, sample 
selection, choice of conceptual framework and interpretation along with the close 
connection between the person of the researcher and the research task requires that we 
must be explicit about our perspectives and value orientation (Harry, 1996; Pershkin, 
1998).  Qualitative researchers must also ensure that “their qualitative studies (involving 
actual collection of data in the field) are credible and trustworthy.” (Brantlinger et al., 
2005, p. 200).  
This study is based on retrospective recall of the experiences of the participants 
using semi-structured interviews as the primary data collection tool, rather than 
observation of current interactions of the stakeholders with special education advocates 
(Angrosino, 1998). Consequently, I ensured the credibility of the research and my 
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reporting of the results through three primary measures: triangulation, researcher 
reflexivity and thick, detailed description of the data. 
 Triangulation.  After reviewing the interview transcripts to arrive at the themes 
and subthemes for each group of stakeholders, I extrapolated the themes that are common 
across the categories to develop a comprehensive understanding of the perspectives of all 
the stakeholders on special education advocates and their support to families. This 
process of triangulating the themes through the convergence of information from 
different categories of participants validated the quality and soundness of the themes that 
emerged from my analysis of the interview transcripts (Patton, 2014). 
 Researcher reflexivity. As a former principal of a therapeutic day school for 
students with emotional and behavioral disabilities, I interacted daily with special 
education advocates. Consequently, I had to be self-aware and mindful of the personal 
experiences, potential biases, and preconceptions I carried with me throughout the 
interviews, analysis of the interview transcripts and interpretation of the information that 
emerged throughout the process. My genuine desire to develop a deeper understanding of 
special education advocacy and to uncover the personal characteristics and core 
competencies that make special education advocates helpful to families was the main 
catalyst that drove me to conduct the study. This motivation also enabled me to keep an 
open, remain aware of my own biases and allow my conclusions to be based solely on the 
information I collect from the interviews. 
 Thick, detailed descriptions.  As part of the report writing process, I provided 
detailed information about the phenomena the participants described. I also included 
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sufficient quotes to provide context and to enable the reader to assess the robustness of 
the rationale behind my interpretation of the information, the themes that emerged and 
the conclusions I draw. 
Limitations of the Study 
The scope of this research study is limited to the investigation of the perceptions 
of public school administrators, families of children with emotional and behavioral 
disabilities (EBD), special education advocates and advocacy organizations, of the core 
competencies and skills that special education advocates must possess to support the 
families of students with EBD in the school-based special education process.  This study 
is not a comprehensive investigation of advocacy in special education. Its focus is not 
exclusively on the relational dynamics between schools and special education advocates. 
It is not an analysis of the ways special education advocates affect the school-based 
meetings to develop the individual education programs of students with disabilities. 
Rather, this study describes the perception of key stakeholders relating to the role of 
special education advocates, their varied backgrounds, the ways they approach advocacy 
along with the qualities that make them helpful to families. 
I focused specifically on special education advocates who have been practicing 
for at least two years, have gone through some level of training and who have handled a 
minimum of ten cases to ensure that I interview only trained and experienced 
professionals.  The families who participated in the study are those who have or had a 
child with a diagnosis of emotional and behavioral disabilities, rather than physical 
disabilities or chronic health problems.  Furthermore, school administrators who 
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participate in the study were drawn from the list of public schools that offer special 
education services to children with emotional and behavioral disabilities.  Further 
research is needed to extrapolate the extent to which the use of special education 
advocates helps students with emotional and behavioral disabilities to build the intrinsic 
motivation to succeed academically without external stimuli and auxiliary support.  
Although I included parents and special education advocates in the study. I did 
not interview the families who have worked with the specific special education advocates 
who participated in the study. As a result, it is not possible to validate whether the 
participating special education advocates do in fact implement in their actual practice the 
advocacy approaches and strategies they shared with me. The research method did not 
include observations of the special education advocates as they interacted with families 
and with schools during IEP meetings. Another significant limitation of the study relates 
to size of the sample participants that potentially restricts the generalizability of the 
findings. The purposive sampling notwithstanding, the low participation rate of 
administrators, and representatives of advocacy organizations in the study makes it 
difficult to extrapolate themes and trends that would reflect with a high degree of 
certainty the perceptions of a meaningful population of the participants.  Lastly, the 
geographical narrowness of the location of the participants may also represent a 
limitation to the generalizability of the study. All, but one of the participants, have had 
their experience with special education advocates in Massachusetts schools.   
  
	 59 
Chapter Highlights 
The upcoming chapters outline and describe the themes that have emerged from 
my analysis of the interview transcripts with the families of students with emotional and 
behavioral disabilities, public school administrators, special education advocates and the 
representatives of the advocacy organizations that train them. The themes emerged 
primarily from the five main questions that were asked of most of the participants.  
Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7 describe the insights that each stakeholder group shared about 
special education advocates based on their experiences with them. I focus on critical 
factors such as the varied personal backgrounds, personalities, training of the special 
education advocates with whom the participants have dealt. I highlight the different 
approaches that special education advocates take when advocating on behalf of families, 
especially during IEP meetings.  As part of my analysis of the interview responses shared 
by the families of students with emotional and behavioral disabilities, I explore the 
parents' experiences and the circumstances that drove them to hire special education 
advocates. Lastly, I report on the perceptions that the special education advocates have of 
their roles and the varying approaches they take when advocating on behalf of students 
with emotional and behavioral disabilities. 
Within each of these chapters, I also delve into the primary question of 
investigating the qualities and core competencies that make special education advocates 
helpful in their advocacy on behalf of families of children with emotional and behavioral 
disabilities, from the perspectives of each group of participants. I conclude each chapter 
with an analysis of the findings.  I share some insights and recommendations from each 
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group of research participants have for the special education advocates, the advocacy 
organizations that train them and for the families of children with emotional and 
behavioral disabilities. Lastly, I list the topics that the research participants would like to 
see included in courses or professional development offerings for prospective and current 
special education advocates.  
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CHAPTER IV 
 
THE EXPERIENCES AND PERCEPTIONS OF PUBLIC SCHOOL 
ADMINISTRATORS 
This chapter describes the experiences of public school administrators with 
special education advocates within the context of school-based meetings to develop the 
Individual Education Programs (IEP) of the children they serve together. The 
administrators shared their perceptions of the differences in personality, approaches, and 
background of the special education advocates they have encountered over the course of 
their tenures in their respective schools.  After describing the experiences and perceptions 
of the school administrators of the different types of special education advocates they 
meet, I report on the perception of the public school administrators of the core 
competencies and qualifications that make special education advocates helpful to the 
families of students with emotional and behavioral disabilities. The following themes and 
subthemes emerged as the public school administrators discussed the similarities and 
differences in the backgrounds and styles of the special education advocates with whom 
they interacted: 
Theme 1: State-appointed and hired by families 
Theme 2: School Interactions Vary Widely. 
Theme 3: A Range of Training and Professional Background 
Theme 4: Wide spectrum of styles 
• Subtheme 1: Some are aggressive  
• Subtheme 2; Some are conciliatory 
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Theme 5: Wide range of practices 
Appointed by State Entities and Hired by Families 
The principals who led alternative schools or whose schools housed alternative 
programs for students with emotional and behavioral disabilities highlighted the fact that 
the special education advocates with whom they work are typically either appointed by 
the state or are hired directly by the families. Those who are appointed by the state have 
specific mandates.  Maryellen, who oversees a day middle school for students with 
disabilities in a low-income city noted that most often the special education advocates 
who work with her students are appointed by the Department of Children and Family 
Services (DCF). These advocates support some families who are already "in the system." 
Often these families find themselves under the supervision or oversight of DCF as a 
result of a report filed by a mandated reporter under Massachusetts General Laws chapter 
51A, based on suspicions of neglect or abuse.  Other times, these families are not under 
the involuntary oversight or supervision of DCF. Rather, they voluntarily reached out to 
DCF for support by filing a Child Requiring Assistance (CRA) request, formerly known 
as CHINS – Child in Need of Services).  CRA is a provision of the law that gives parents 
and schools the right to ask the court for help when a child runs away from home. Parents 
and guardians can also invoke the law when a child skips school, breaks school rules, or 
"refuses to obey the lawful and reasonable command" of his or her parent (Massachusetts 
Trial Juvenile Court Administrative Office, 2012).  In cases when a parent files a CRA 
request with DCF, he or she retains full parental rights and is provided with assistance 
and services including the help of a DCF-appointed special education advocate.  The 
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Department of Children and Family assigns many of the special education advocates with 
whom the administrators of alternative schools interact as a result of the students' parents 
filing a CRA request with the department.  The remaining special education advocates 
who work with alternative special education programs represent children who are under 
the custody of DCF. 
Joyce, the director of an inner-city alternative high school, notes that the families 
of the students in her school are economically disadvantaged. The Department of 
Children and Families and other quasi-governmental agencies most often appoint the 
special education advocates who work with her students because they are under the 
agency's custody and the parents have limited to no parental rights. The remaining special 
education advocates are appointed by DCF to support parents who have voluntarily filed 
CRA requests with the department. She clarifies the different avenues through which 
special education advocates often come to work with her students: 
Many of those families are involved in agencies in the city like Family Services, 
Child, and Family, Department of Children and Family. And some of the children 
have surrogates through the department of children and family that comes to 
represent them as a parent.  Others have special education advocates through the 
department that help these parents navigate the special education system.  
Many of the advocates are parents who had to navigate the public school special 
education bureaucracy and are looking to give back in gratitude for the support they had 
received.  Others serve as special education advocates to ensure sure that no other 
families experience the harmful treatments they endured when their children were 
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receiving special education services in the public school setting. The critical 
characteristic of these special education advocates who are assigned by the Department of 
Children and Families is that in addition to advocating on behalf of students during 
individualized Education program (IEP) meetings, they also bear the fiduciary 
responsibility to make educational decisions and sign papers on behalf of the children 
they represent.  Maryellen describes the differing backgrounds of the special education 
advocates who work at her school and the variety of roles they play in the lives of the 
children they represent: 
They (the special education advocates) work for DCF. And they have children of 
their own who are special needs. One of the major differences is, the educational 
surrogate parent is allowed to make educational decisions, sign any educational 
paperwork.  
Since these individuals have credibility based on their personal experiences as the 
parents of children with disabilities, the department of children and family often entrusts 
them with the essential responsibility to make educational and placement decisions for 
some students. 
School Interactions Vary Widely. 
The public school administrators indicated that the role played by the state-
appointed special education advocates is determined by their level of expertise and often 
informs the nature of their interactions with schools. In cases where the courts need 
representatives to act in loco parentis for children who are wards of the state and the 
parental rights of their immediate family members are restricted, the state agencies tend 
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to assign special education advocates with "lived experience" with the public school 
special education system as parents of children with disabilities.  They added that these 
special education advocates usually sit in meetings at schools, discuss placements of the 
children during the Individualized Education Program (IEP) meetings and sign 
documents. They often do not have formal educational preparation or professional 
expertise in the field of special education besides the broad knowledge, personal readings 
and limited training they may have acquired on their own throughout their personal 
experience navigating the special education bureaucracy in the public school system.  
The administrators noted that state government agencies such as DCF appoint other 
special education advocates because of their expertise in specific areas of special 
education.  These special education advocates often work for private agencies that are 
contracted by the department of children and families to work on more complex cases or 
to represent children with peculiar educational needs. 
Often the nature of the school administrators' interactions with professional 
special education advocates who work for private agencies is not perceived as positive by 
the schools. These school administrators note that outside private agencies tend to hire 
special education advocates who are either attorneys or have significant legal experience 
acquired from formal training and in the field.  Consequently, it is possible that the 
special education advocates appointed by outside private agencies may be more likely to 
hold schools accountable for following special education due process and make 
additional demands on behalf of the children they represent. Maryellen, the principal who 
leads an inner-city public middle school for students with emotional and behavioral 
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disabilities (EBD), describes both categories of special education advocates and 
expresses her mixed feelings regarding her interactions with special education advocates 
from outside agencies: 
The second group are mostly from DCF; they are people who are considered 
educational experts. And they try to make decisions for the students. I've had 
some good experiences, but I do find that for the most part the people who come 
from other outside agency often come with their own lens. They look more at 
their lens than at the needs of the child.  
Kelsey, a psychologist who works at a public middle school for students with 
emotional and behavioral disabilities channels some of Maryellen's frustrations as he 
works with special education advocates from private agencies who are appointed by the 
state. Like Maryellen, Kelsey notes that often these special education advocates come 
with their personal agendas. He noted that some special education advocates allow their 
preconceived biases to guide their recommendations rather than consider whether these 
programs match the specific needs of the students they represent. Kelsey explains that 
often the school and the special education advocates are unable to arrive at agreements 
that work because the school at times has information about some families that these 
special education advocates do not have since they are not as intimately familiar with the 
families or the students they represent.  Kelsey explains: 
Some special ed advocates come in, and they have an agenda. To get the kid out 
of the school. They could be advocating for the parent who sometimes in a 
meeting you don't want to really share the info that you know about the parent. 
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And they're advocating for this parent who could be the source of some of this 
kid's difficulties.  
Joyce, the principal of an alternative high school for high-risk students, many of 
whom are diagnosed with emotional and behavioral disabilities, agrees with Maryellen.  
Contrary to the state-appointed special education advocates who work for outside private 
agencies, the ones who are solo practitioners and are appointed by the state tend to 
become personally and sometimes viscerally invested in the placement of the students 
under their care. They believe the level of personal investment shown by these special 
education advocates may stem both from their histories with schools as the parents of 
students with disabilities and from the fact that many of these individuals do in fact take 
their fiduciary responsibility to make educational and placement decisions on behalf of 
their clients very seriously. Maryellen indicated that many of the state-appointed special 
education advocates, or educational surrogates as they are sometimes called, have 
children who received special education services in the public school system, often in 
substantially separate alternative programs. Informed by these realities, Maryellen often 
invites these particular special education advocates to tour the school as a way to be fully 
transparent, earn their trust, calm their anxieties and avoid any surprises. She explains: 
The educational surrogate parents are usually appointed by some agency. A lot of 
them are very well-intentioned people who are retired who want to kind of give 
back to the community. So they generally are coming really looking at what is the 
best fit for the student.  Especially for this school, because I insist that people 
come in and take a tour of the school and get to know who we are before they sign 
	 68 
kids up because I don't want there to be any surprises. So those people generally 
come kind of looking, “Is this going to be a good fit for the child? Is it in the best 
interest of the child's therapeutic needs?”  
Wide Range of Training and Professional Preparation 
The public school administrators all agreed that the low educational barrier to 
entry into the field of special education advocacy means that advocates come to the 
profession with varying levels of academic preparation and professional training. Kelsey, 
the psychologist who works in a school that serves specifically children with emotional 
and behavioral disabilities, pointed that the vocational training of some special education 
advocates may range from a few hours of training to many years of experience and 
professional development courses in the field of special education in school systems. 
Kelsey noted that, from his experience, the special education advocates who are 
contracted by the Department of Child and Family (DCF) tend to have less formal 
training. He outlined the range of training and professional backgrounds he has observed 
in the special education advocates he has met during his tenure at the special day school 
where he works: 
In understanding from the educational surrogate parents is that there is only a very 
brief, maybe 3 or 4-hour training. I have one advocate, one surrogate parent who 
was a former special ed director. She is so on the ball. She teaches us things. But 
then I have others who are just people very good intentioned whose children have 
gone through the system and they want to help out. So I think the training is kind 
of all over the map. 
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As for the special education advocates who are hired directly by families, the 
school administrators report that it is difficult to determine the level of training that they 
bring to the table since there is no mandated formal preparation or training to become a 
special education advocate. This inability to ascertain with reasonable assurance the 
amount of formal training that a special education advocate often lead to a credibility gap 
that makes it harder for schools to give full consideration to the arguments or 
recommendations presented by these special education advocates.  In the case of 
Maryellen, the principal of the therapeutic middle school for students with emotional and 
behavioral disabilities, her frustration was evident as she described her inability to gauge 
the formal credentials of some of the special education advocates as they relate to 
preparation, training, knowledge, expertise, and experience: 
There doesn’t seem to be a specific training protocol that I have ever been able to 
identify for the educational advocates, honestly, I’ve been trying to get an answer 
to that for years, ‘What is your training? Do you have a teaching degree? How do 
you specialize in special ed?’ And I’ve never been able to get an answer to that. 
My experience with some of them is that they don’t have an overall knowledge of 
special ed, of what the needs of kids are.  
Wide Spectrum of Styles and Approaches 
The public school administrators indicated that, in addition to their diverse 
personal backgrounds, special education advocates exhibit a wide range of styles and 
demeanor that impact their practice directly. According to these administrators, the 
approach that some special education advocates take in advocating on behalf of families 
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is often influenced by the personal experiences that they had with the school-based 
special education system, in addition to their innate temperaments.  These school 
administrators view some of the advocates as aggressive and inflexible when they 
advocate on behalf of some families while they perceive others as flexible, diplomatic 
and conciliatory when interfacing between the parents they represent and the public 
schools.  
Some Advocates Are Aggressive and Inflexible. Aggressiveness and 
inflexibility are two characteristics that surfaced consistently when the school 
administrators described some special education advocates. The administrators contend 
that such an approach often results in the public schools and the advocates adopting 
defensive postures and losing sight of the best interest of the children.  As a school 
psychologist, Kelsey often encounters special education advocates who exhibit what he 
refers to as the "Door Knob Effect," in which they would typically turn as they walk out 
of meetings with teachers or administrators and stop with a “oh…by the way” comments 
through which they either directly or indirectly vow that they will not allow what 
happened to them or to their child in school to happen to the children they represent. 
Other times, that doorknob effect is reinforced by a negative experience the special 
education advocate may have had with a specific school during her tenure representing 
the families of students with disabilities. Kelsey describes this specific conflation of some 
advocates’ negative personal experiences and prior conflict with specific schools as the 
worst-case scenario: 
There were meetings where it seems like they come in upset. And it even comes 
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off maybe they just had so many bad experiences with the school that they just 
come in upset and ready to fight for just to get the kid out. The voice and the tone 
is different. It creates an anxiety in the room. And, that makes the school go on 
the defense. Then it almost seems it takes the focus away from the kid.  
Kelsey added that the aggressive posture adopted by these special education 
advocates only leads to a deadlock and a failure to achieve results that benefit the 
students whose best interests these advocates are called to prioritize. He explains why the 
aggressive approach is often counterproductive: 
If you’re going in arguing and going in with that stance like that. Then I think 
you’re just going to get pushback from the school. The school will be difficult 
because they’re being difficult. And the real person that’s losing out is the kid. 
Because now it’s between adults arguing. And I’ve seen that and that’s just a 
toxic thing to watch.  
The school administrators reported that some special education advocates allow 
their negative personal experiences with a school, district or their conflictual history 
within the school-based special education setting to distort their perceptions of specific 
schools and negatively influence their interactions with them when advocating on behalf 
of families.  Walter who leads an inner-city elementary school that includes a center for 
social, emotional learning describes an experience he had with a DCF appointed special 
education advocate who was assigned the challenging cases. Her experience with the 
schools in the district was mostly negative. Consequently, her history with the other 
schools prejudiced her interaction with Walter's school. Walter describes the underlying 
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sentiment that has informed the relationship of this particular special education advocate 
with the district and with Walter's school: 
That advocate came from the standpoint of being only angry. That the district was 
always going to do stuff to hurt the family and the kids. I guess at her advocacy 
agency she handled all the tough cases. So when there was even a semblance of 
the school's wrongdoing, that was hers. She has always had the toughest cases, the 
worst cases where certain things were done to the child, and she had to advocate 
for the family. She was known for bringing lawsuits against districts.  
Administrators, like Maryellen and Kelsey, remarked that when the special 
education advocates allow their negative personal experiences to influence how they 
interact with specific schools, the meetings often devolve into arguments.  They take the 
focus away from what is in the best interest of the children.  This dynamic often causes 
anxiety and confusion for the parents of these children. As Kelsey asserts: 
Sometimes you're in a meeting, and they're bringing all the negative experiences. 
They don't seem like they’re open-minded. Like, they came in with an agenda to 
get something done. They're looking for everything that you did wrong. That's 
some of the biggest challenges sometimes.  One-time people just got up and left. 
Parents are crying.  
Principal Maryellen, who leads a therapeutic day school for students with 
emotional and behavioral disabilities, described a similar interaction during an IEP 
meeting she attended at her school. It was a bizarre encounter in which the school had 
already been offering the student the services the special education advocate was 
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demanding incessantly. The meeting consisted of back and forth arguments between the 
special education advocate asking for specific services for the student and the 
administrators responding that the school was already providing them. The DCF 
appointed special education advocate continued to argue for the very services that the 
school was already offering.  She vacillated intermittently between asking for services 
and alleging that the services that the child was receiving at the school were inadequate 
and were not meeting his needs. The DCF appointed special education advocate refused 
to sign the child's Individualized Education Program (IEP) on behalf of the mother for the 
following year. Ultimately, the advocate's inflexibility and aggressiveness resulted in 
confusion for the parent and frustration for the school's personnel who claim they were 
trying their best to meet the child's emotional, social and academic needs. Maryellen 
depicted vividly the experience she had with this particular special education advocate: 
Honestly, she was looking for exactly what we were doing. She said, "Well he 
needs social skills." Ok, "So we have two social skills groups a week for him." 
That's in his IEP. "Well, he needs individual counseling!" Ok, so we have two 
individual counseling sessions a week, plus his outside counselor comes in! The 
mom has since regained custody of her child, and said to me last week, "I didn't 
realize how confused she made me. You're telling me he's doing well; she's telling 
me he's not. I didn't know what to do, so I chose to do nothing.” 
Joyce, who leads an alternative high school for students with emotional and 
behavioral disabilities, shared that she has encountered her fair share of special education 
advocates who exhibited what she described as "tunnel vision" in their quest to secure 
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services and resources for students. Often, these students are not found eligible to receive 
certain services because their schools deemed them inappropriate and unhelpful based on 
the results of assessments and evaluations. Joyce indicated that these advocates often 
refuse to consider the results of assessments, evaluations or the viewpoints of school 
personnel when making their demands.  She describes the demeanor of an advocate with 
whom she had to work: 
So we have a young man who the family felt he needed special education 
services. At the initial meeting, it was determined the child did not have a learning 
disability. And the advocate came in with very little knowledge of the 
assessments. And just yelling and shouting, and telling us we were doing a 
disservice. And the district actually had to go to a hearing at the state level. And 
telling mom to not sign the paperwork and not agree to the findings of the 
evaluation. When it went to hearing. The mom did not win. And in my opinion, at 
the end of the day, the child was the one that was hurt.  
Like Joyce, the school administrators were adamant they were not criticizing the 
aggressive posture adopted by some special education advocates. Instead, their concerns 
related to the effect of the inflexibility of some special education advocates whom they 
feel are intent on imposing their will and their agenda during their advocacy irrespective 
of the negative impact their approach may have on the educational outcomes of students. 
Ethan, another principal who runs an inclusion school, pointed to an advocate whose 
dogmatic and aggressive approach to advocacy was deleterious to the educational 
wellbeing of the student she represented.  The advocate insisted that the district transfer 
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the student to a substantially separate classroom in a different school. The teachers and 
the school's administrative personnel, however, felt that such transfer to a more restrictive 
environment was unwarranted and ran counter to the spirit of the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), which stipulates that students with disabilities should 
be placed in the least restrictive environment whenever possible. Although the advocate 
succeeded in her effort to transfer the child to the substantially separate classroom, that 
move ultimately resulted in the student dropping out of school. Ethan recalls what he 
describes as the overbearing approach of a special education advocate that resulted in a 
dropout, which is in his view, the worst possible educational outcome for a student:  
The advocate was very dogmatic that the school provide over what the district 
was able to do. It was very contentious. And what happened was she wound up 
transferring schools going to a separate classroom which no one wanted, but that 
was what the advocate had pushed the family into. So an advocate that went too 
far. Now the girl dropped out of school. She's home.  
While they do not necessarily enjoy working with special education advocates 
whom they regard as aggressive in their approach to advocacy, some of the school 
administrators agree that it is vital for a special education advocate to be assertive and to 
hold schools accountable, without being aggressive. Kelsey concurs that when school 
administrators and staff know that parents are represented by special education advocates, 
the school personnel are more thorough in their evaluations, more timely in delivering the 
appropriate reports and more cooperative with parents.  He also empathizes with many 
parents who hire special education advocates, mainly because parents typically don't 
	 76 
know a lot about the specifics of the special education laws that regulate the services that 
the public schools owe their children. Kelsey explains:  
Definitely being able to hold the school accountable. And when I know an 
advocate is going to be there, you want to provide the evidence that you have so 
you're able to support what you're saying with facts. So, definitely, they can hold 
you accountable. Because like I said there are so many laws even the people that 
run those meetings may not have a great understanding of everything unless 
you're a lawyer.  
Additionally, the public school administrators admitted that the assertiveness of 
some special education advocates has yielded positive results for some children in 
situations where the senior district leadership were more concerned about the financial 
solvency of the school system than about the needs of the children who needed private 
placements, for instance.  Kelsey described one such situation in which a special 
education advocate's emphasis on the best interest of the child led her to adopt a 
conciliatory and collaborative approach with the school when she thought it was in the 
best interest of her client. This special education advocate was also “aggressive” and even 
“inflexible” with the district leadership when she deemed such posture necessary to 
secure the appropriate services for the child. Kelsey explains: 
We had a student here who, an ed advocate, they were open to saying, “This is 
where the kid belongs”, and they would review the IEP, request testing. I realized 
that after suspensions and failed interventions this isn’t the right placement. So for 
that advocate to take on that fight. That’s what she did. And then by her going to 
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the Executive Director of Special Education, refusing the IEP and the placement 
and to eventually get that kid to a private placement. That was a good thing. She 
fought to get the kid to a more appropriate placement. 
Other Advocates Are Conciliatory and Collaborative.  The public school 
administrators agreed that not all special education advocates present with an aggressive 
and inflexible style of advocacy.  They assert that many special education advocates are 
conciliatory and flexible in their interactions with public schools while artfully using a 
collaborative problem-solving approach to secure the best possible outcomes for the 
children they serve. They argue that it is possible for a special education advocate to be 
both assertive and collaborative. These special education advocates can serve the interests 
of their clients uncompromisingly while nurturing a positive relationship with the 
schools.  The administrators posit that special education advocates can hold schools 
accountable to meet the needs of the students they represent promptly.  They can demand 
that schools provide the students with all the services and support to which they are 
entitled while enhancing the quality of the relationships between families and schools.  
The consensus amongst the public school administrators is that students ultimately 
benefit when special education advocates approach their interactions with teachers, 
administrators and other school staff based on the positive assumption that schools have 
good intentions. Additionally, outcomes of meetings are better when special education 
advocates operate on the premise that schools do seek to prioritize the best interest of 
children, even as they must reconcile this moral imperative with the limited financial 
resources that the federal and state governments allocate to them. 
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The school administrators express a strong desire to work with special education 
advocates they perceive as conciliatory and collaborative.  They emphasize that they are 
not looking for advocates who align with them at all times against the interests of 
families.  What these administrators say they want are advocates who are balanced and 
puts the best interests of students at the center of discussions.  Principals, in particular, 
indicate that the most helpful special education advocates are conciliatory in their 
approaches and realistic in their expectations.  They also ground their demands in an 
understanding of the requirements of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
(IDEA), while keeping in mind the resource constraints that public school districts often 
face.  Walter, an inner-city school principal, makes a similar point as he describes the 
profile of the type of advocate with whom he wishes to work:   
I think an effective advocate is one that really has the best interests of the client of 
the families at heart. Presumably the student. Trying to advocate for the student 
whatever the student needs. Advocates yet are understanding, very diplomatic in 
terms of a trust that the school is trying to do everything they can for the student.  
Walter referenced a problematic case in which an irate parent had developed a 
bitter hostility toward the school because of some resentments she was harboring based 
on the treatment she perceived that her child has endured. She also felt that the school 
had failed to provide all the services and support required under the child's Individualized 
Education Program (IEP).  The parent hired two special education advocates to represent 
her and her child. In this particular instance, the conciliatory and thoughtful approach 
taken by these special education advocates resulted in a positive outcome for the child. 
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She ultimately received the services she needed. There was also a significant 
amelioration of the relationship between the parent and the school.  As Walter explains: 
The past week we had a parent that came in with an advocate, she had two 
advocates, one was a translator language advocate, the other was like a special ed 
services. So both advocates listened to the district's side of things, the school's 
side of things, to the teacher's side of things, and then relayed that to the parent, 
helped the parent understand where we're coming from and how some of the 
issues were unfounded. And the advocates wound up really became a good agent 
for the family. Because now we're able to talk around what sort of services that 
we’re providing, what services are critical to the boy, and good advocates are able 
to communicate the parents' expectations and communicate that to the school. 
And what we're trying to do as a school and communicate that to the families. 
That is where an advocate turned a bad situation into a good one.  
Other administrators, such as Joyce who runs an alternative high school for 
students with emotional and behavioral disabilities, also agree that some advocates who 
take a conciliatory and collaborative approach to advocacy as they prioritize the needs of 
children can also achieve better outcomes for their education.  Joyce enjoyed such an 
experience in her role as the principal of an alternative high school for students with 
emotional and behavioral disabilities.  Although the special education advocate initially 
disagreed with the school's recommendations, she listened, kept an open mind, did her 
due diligence, worked collaboratively with the school to brainstorm creative solutions, 
and helped the family to make the best decision for the student. Joyce's voice and 
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demeanor reflected her satisfaction as she explained the situation: 
There is a family with a child who is currently in foster care. DCF has custody. 
And an advocate along with a surrogate help to make the special education 
decisions about him. And he was really in need of more services than we can’t 
provide. The surrogate, in that case, was not in agreement with the child receiving 
out of state services which he needed temporarily to stabilize. The advocate really 
took the time to go to the setting, do some observation, get some information so 
he can help us and help the surrogate to understand that this would be the best 
course of action. And that was huge for us because now, again, it was a 
collaborative effort. And we were able to get the child the services. He is back 
with us. He is stabilized. And has been pretty successful.  
Wide Range of Practices 
The school administrators reported that aside from presenting with a wide 
spectrum of personalities and styles, special education advocates also use a wide range of 
practices when representing families. Some of them take the time to meet with the 
children they serve. Others prefer to review the paperwork and meet with the families 
only, without the student.  Some view themselves as the primary voices of families when 
meeting with school personnel. Other special education advocates consider themselves 
coaches who equip families with the skills, knowledge, and strategies they need to speak 
up and advocate for themselves. 
Some Advocates Do Not Meet with the Students They Represent.  One of the 
chief complaints that the public school administrators have about the lack of set standards 
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relating to the practice of advocacy in the special education setting relates to the fact that 
some of special education advocates do not take the time to meet the children on behalf 
of whom they advocate. The school administrators believe that meetings between the 
special education advocates and the children they represent a crucial step that enables the 
advocates to develop a firsthand familiarity with the children and the issues they confront 
in school. Some special education advocates rely solely on their conversations with the 
parents as the only source of data about the child, the school and the issues they face. The 
administrators noted that, often, the information shared by the parents is vitiated by their 
frustration with the schools and their interpretation of the manifestation of their children's 
disabilities.  Other special education advocates review school and clinical records such as 
the individualized education program, psychological and academic testing, in addition to 
speaking with the parents.  While the additional step of reviewing the relevant 
documentation is helpful, the school administrators argue that there is no substitute for 
meeting the students face to face and whenever possible to observe them in their home 
and school environments.  As Kelsey, the school psychologist, remarked: 
Sometimes, the worst thing I see is they don’t even know the student. Like this is 
their first time, and the only thing they see is the paperwork, you know? They’re 
going through the IEP, yet they’ve never met the student. So they’re advocating 
for these things, but it’s hard to really justify that when they haven’t seen them. 
The need for the special education advocates to meet the students is paramount to 
the school administrators. Many of them, including Maryellen, the principal of a middle 
school for students with emotional and behavioral disabilities, explicitly encourage the 
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special education advocates to meet the students they represent. The administrators 
indicate that it is essential that the special education advocates follow a comprehensive 
due diligence menu that includes speaking with the parents, reviewing the case files and 
visiting the school.  Maryellen explains: 
So generally I try to encourage them to meet the child before they make a final 
decision. For example, we had one come last week, the boy is a kindergartner, 
never been in school, trying to decide if this is an appropriate placement for him, 
but he doesn’t know the boy. So we kind of encouraged him to make himself 
knowledgeable about what is going on. Which he did.  
Administrators of high schools, in particular, decried the failure of many special 
education advocates to meet the high school students they represent. They assert this lack 
of face to face meeting with the high school students is not only counterproductive but 
also is a potential breach of these students' due process rights under the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).  The IDEA requires that schools afford children who 
are 14 years of age or older the opportunity to attend their IEP meetings and to be 
involved in the decision-making process when the school-based team meets to design 
their services. As Joyce, who is the principal of an alternative high school for students 
with emotional and behavioral disabilities, point out: 
Almost 100% of the time the children have no clue who their advocates are. The 
parents might have met them once or twice. But oftentimes they start briefing 
right before they meet, and it is quite obvious they haven’t had any previous 
conversations. So that is always concerning. Some of our kids are old enough to 
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be part of their meeting and have no relation with their advocate. I haven’t met 
one yet in the last 8 years that I can say they genuinely knew the child they were 
advocating for. 
Some Advocates Speak for Families During School Meetings.  The school 
administrators spoke of a trend they have observed when special education advocates, 
families and school personnel meet to develop or to update the Individualized Education 
Program (IEP) for students.  They contend that some special education advocates act as 
both the brain and the mouthpiece of families. Often some parents feel they do not have 
adequate knowledge about the special education laws and regulations to feel confident to 
speak on behalf of their children and to advocate for their needs.  As the principal of an 
alternative high school in a city plagued by a high level of poverty and low educational 
attainment amongst parents, Joyce sees this dynamic between special education 
advocates and some parents playing out almost weekly.  She chronicles the pattern she 
has observed: 
Generally, the advocates tend to speak for the parents. Unfortunately, only about 
13% of our parents have post-secondary education. And the special education 
laws can be difficult to understand and comprehend. So generally the advocate 
does speak for the family. 
The school administrator participants who work in high-need districts indicated 
that low level of parental self-efficacy, self doubt and frustration often overcome many of 
the families to such an extent that they let their special education advocates control the 
entire narrative during IEP meetings. These parents often refrain from inserting their 
	 84 
opinions in the dialogue and delegate all decision authority to the special education 
advocate.  The administrators added that in these instances, rather than reassuring the 
parents and taking appropriate steps to build their confidence and capacity for self-
advocacy, the special education advocates take over the process and dictate to the parent 
what they should do and what decision they should make. Walter referred to such a 
situation in which he used the term "hijacking" to describe the behavior of a special 
education advocate during an IEP meeting that he attended for one his students. As he 
described the situation, Walter zeroed in on the mindset and the emotional disposition 
that the parent brought to the meeting. The parent allowed the special education advocate 
to take over her voice and decision-making authority. As Walter explains: 
The parent let the advocate do the majority of the talking. I use the term hijack. 
The mother blamed herself a lot. So she said, “I’m not a good mother, so I had the 
advocate help me out. I didn’t know what I was doing.” We tried to encourage 
her, empower her as a mom, but she said, “No no, I just want the advocate to do 
it. She’s better at it than me.” 
The school administrators further reported that parents whose children are being 
supported by the department of family and children (DCF) are also more likely to let their 
special education advocate do the talking.  In these cases, the advocates typically direct 
the course of the individualized education program (IEP) meetings, even when these 
parents legally have full decision-making authority over their children. Maryellen who 
leads a school where the majority of her students are under the supervision or custody of 
DCF sees this dynamic at play very often. As she explains: 
	 85 
When we ask for parent concerns, if the child is in DCF custody, often they have 
the special ed advocate speak up for them as the person who can address what 
their concerns are.  I would say probably about 75% will defer to the advocate, I 
think there's just a little intimidation…when you come to a meeting, and there's a 
DCF worker and an educational advocate and all these other people, I think it's a 
little intimidating.		
In cases when Maryellen perceives that the parents are intimidated by the 
presence of the DCF appointed special education advocates, she explicitly invites the 
parents to join the conversation. Maryellen realized that even though these parents would 
glance at the special education advocate for their hint of approval, eventually most of 
them make an effort to contribute to their child’s IEP meeting. She describes the 
approach she takes to encourage these parents to speak up for their children: 
You want to encourage the parents to have a voice.  I think once we kind of invite 
them to the table and to the conversation they usually will share some of their 
concerns. But they'll often then look to the advocate and say, "What do you 
think?" I think I would say probably 60% of the time the parents will then speak 
up if we invite them to the conversation.  
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HELPFUL CORE COMPETENCIES:   
PUBLIC SCHOOLS ADMINISTRATORS PERSPECTIVES 
When I queried the public school administrators about the core competencies and 
skills they believe special education advocates need to possess to be helpful to families, 
the participants focused primarily on the skills that equip advocates to work 
collaboratively with schools and to safeguard their relationships with their students' 
families. The following themes emerged as the school administrators listed and 
elaborated on the core competencies and skills they believe special education advocates 
should possess to be helpful to the families: 
Theme 1: Relationship building skills 
Theme 2: Effective verbal and written communication skills 
Theme 3: Knowledge of special education laws and procedures 
Theme 4: Objectivity 
Relationship Building Skills 
 
Other than working to promote the best interests of children and achieving the 
best possible outcomes for them, the safeguard of the parent-school relationship stood as 
the second most important concern the school administrators identified. They regarded 
the ability of special education advocates to nurture healthy relationships between 
schools and families as well as developing their own relationships with the schools where 
they work as the most crucial skills that make special education advocates helpful to 
families and schools. Administrators reported that they work best with special education 
advocates who understand the lasting impact their advocacy style has on the relational 
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dynamics that exist between families and their children’s schools.   
Maryellen, the principal of a public day school for students with emotional and 
behavioral disabilities, ensures that her staff work cooperatively with the special 
education advocates who represent the students in her school. The school staff prioritizes 
the involvement of the special education advocates in the discussions and decision-
making process so that they, in turn, may work to build the parents’ confidence in the 
school.  Maryellen contends that special education advocates serve as intermediaries 
between schools and families. As such, the ones who have good relationship building 
skills will theoretically know the families well and may have a better grasp of the socio-
emotional needs of the children they serve.  Maryellen said that her staff exerts particular 
effort to bring these special education advocates into the fold as full partners when 
developing the individualized education programs (IEP) for the students.  Maryellen 
shared the following insights as she elaborated on the primacy of good relationship 
building skills as important characteristics of special education advocates who are helpful 
and the steps her school takes to collaborate with them: 
With some of them (advocates), they have a really good knowledge of the family, 
they understand what the dynamics are, they understand what the trauma or 
therapeutic needs of the kids are. And when they're willing, they will engage with 
us as full participating members. And in those meetings, you can have really great 
dialogue about what the needs of the student are. We're able to pick their brains 
for information or strategies that they've seen used with the child. And they share 
their experiences with us, help give us suggestions, and work with us to develop a 
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collaborative plan. We have quite a few of those relationships that are good. 
As an example of the importance that school administrators ascribe to the role that 
relationship building skills play in the professional toolbox of special education 
advocates, Kelsey, who serves as a school psychologist, reported that often his school 
would encourage certain families to hire special education advocates and refer them to 
agencies. The school makes the referrals in the hope that the advocates would help to 
foster better communication between his school and the families. Despite these 
extraordinary efforts, Kelsey reports that he often meets special education advocates who 
do not have the core competencies to serve as useful bridge builders between the schools 
and the families. He indicated that based on his experience, hiring a special education 
advocate who does not have the necessary relationship building skills, results in no 
improvement or even a degradation in the communication between the schools and 
families. However, when the special education advocates possess the essential 
relationship building skills and use them as they interface with families and school staff, 
families often feel empowered. They develop the confidence to approach the schools and 
rebuild their relationships with the school-based teams. Kelsey referred to some instances 
in which there was no improvement in communication and others in which the skills of 
the advocates resulted in ameliorations in the relationship between the schools and some 
families. According to Kelsey, the families of several students were able to open direct 
communication channels with the school after the staff had referred them to agencies that 
helped them to secure the services of special education advocates. Kelsey also added that 
even after sending some families to agencies that connected them to special education 
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advocates, the school noted no improvement in their interactions with some families. 
Thus, the results of providing special education advocates were mixed. In all cases, 
Kelsey reported that the families who secured special education advocates with the help 
of his school showed an enhanced ability to advocate for themselves, which in Kelsey's 
words "is a good thing."  He explains: 
In some cases we're even the ones that made the referral to get an advocate. And 
the other thing is that on the other side is that where you see they get this advocate 
and now it's like now they're starting to come to you requesting things. You know, 
and then start questioning whether maybe the placement is appropriate, start 
calling out, "Well you can't do this. You can't suspend my kid." Which, in a lot of 
cases, that's a positive thing. Again it's holding the school accountable, so I mean, 
it's good in that way.  
Kelsey added that concurrent with the special education advocates’ relationship 
building skills must be an ability to collaborate with the schools and to model this 
attribute for parents.  Kelsey articulated his belief that a collaborative relationship 
between special education advocates and schools is especially important because the 
typical advocate will have only limited knowledge of the children they represent. 
Consequently, Kelsey feels that special education advocates are wise to gather input from 
school staff and to share potential resources that may be helpful. Kelsey describes the 
type of collaborative relationship he strives to develop with the special education 
advocates who represent the children at his school: 
Number one thing would be collaboration. To be able to work together. They’re 
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collaborating with the school. They're asking you what his behavior is like. They 
are offering some help, and pointing you to some outside providers or other 
connections that they may have or give some insight based on their relationship 
with the parent.  
Joyce, who leads an alternative high school for students with emotional and 
behavioral disabilities, shares Kelsey's belief that special education advocates must 
develop the skills to bridge the gap between schools and families so that these 
relationships are rebuilt, strengthened or safeguarded as a result of their involvement, 
rather than having the opposite effect. She explains her perception of the role of special 
education advocates and the reasons they must develop relationship building skills as 
critical qualities to be helpful to families: 
Really possessing the quality of helping to bridge the gap between families and 
schools. Because often times the families are frustrated. So to me, that is something 
they need and need some training in that. How to support the families without it 
becoming, "I'm going to come in and fight for you.". More of a team approach. 
Communication Skills 
The school administrators reported that a requisite skill special education 
advocates must possess to serve as useful bridges between families and schools is the 
ability to communicate effectively both verbally and in writing.  They also indicated that 
special education advocates must not only be able to speak and to write clearly, they must 
also be skilled at translating accurately the content of school evaluation reports and the 
educational jargon that school personnel often use to a language that is accessible to 
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families.  Lastly, special education advocates must be able to translate parental 
frustrations, confusions, and questions to school staff in a way that arouses empathy and 
understanding, rather than defensiveness. 
The administrators agreed that often families are overwhelmed not only by the 
difficulties inherent to parenting children with emotional and behavioral disabilities but 
also by the bureaucratic hurdles they must overcome when navigating the special 
education system. Families must often grapple with the complexity of the legal and 
educational jargons that schools typically use during Individual Education Program (IEP) 
meetings, without any support or help. The administrators added that when these 
challenges are confounded with the emotional fragility of some families who are raising 
children who struggle emotionally and socially, it is understandable that so many IEP 
meetings become explosive. Consequently, the ability of special education advocates to 
communicate clearly and dispassionately can be invaluable in keeping IEP meetings 
focused on the best interests of children and in safeguarding the integrity of the relational 
bond that schools and families must share. Joyce explains the role effective 
communication plays in translating complex situations in terms that most families can 
grasp:  
The ability to communicate effectively. You know, again, the communication 
with families, the ability to take what can be very difficult and complicated 
information and help families to understand it. Breaking down that information 
and supporting families to understand what the child needs. 
The administrators added that effective communication requires the ability to listen 
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carefully, to empathize and to see all perspectives, including the schools’ point of view.  
To administrators like Maryellen, listening can best be explained using Stephen Covey’s 
5th habit: “Seek first to understand, then to be understood.” (Covey, 1989). Maryellen 
shares the reason she perceives Covey’s 5th habit as a crucial quality that special education 
advocates must develop:  
They have to be good listeners. You know they have to be willing to listen to what 
the family is really saying and what we’re saying and to be open to new ideas. So I 
find open-mindedness, they just really have to be open-minded and listen. 
Knowledge of Special Education Laws and Procedures 
Three out of four school administrators agreed special education advocates should 
possess a good grasp of special education laws both at the federal and state levels. The 
school administrators reported that their most difficult interactions were with parents and 
special education advocates who had partial or faulty understandings of the federal laws 
or has no knowledge of these laws at all. Principal Joyce reported that she encountered 
many special education advocates who practice based solely on their “lived” experience 
without knowledge of the specific frameworks that drive the delivery of special education 
services. Principal Joyce added that based on her experience, some special education 
advocates exhibit an incomplete understanding of the requirements of the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and State regulations such as Massachusetts 
special education regulations 603 CMR 28.00.  
All the school administrators I interviewed expressed a preference for working 
with special education advocates who show an understanding of the special education 
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laws and a familiarity with the disabilities of the children they represent. Principal Joyce 
goes further than her peers in describing the depth of the legal knowledge and educational 
experience that she believes that special education advocates should have. The other four 
principals who participated in the study expressed their belief that special education 
advocates should have a broad knowledge of special education laws that they can acquire 
as part of a more comprehensive program of study in special education advocacy.  
Principal Joyce on the other end shared her conviction that special education advocates 
should receive extensive formal training in special education laws and due process 
procedures. As she explains: 
I think they should possess some kind of degree in law. Quite frankly so much of 
it has to do with understanding the law in light of families and children who can 
access special education services. Lots of times an advocate might be a parent of a 
special education child. They don’t necessarily have the education in the field.  
The consensus amongst the school administrators I interviewed is that special 
education advocates should have the ability and the maturity to use their knowledge of 
special education laws appropriately in ways that align with the requirements of the 
Individuals with Disability Education Act (IDEA). They contend that inadequate 
understanding of the law can become a severe hindrance when some special education 
advocates refer to federal or state laws inappropriately as a first salvo in turning the 
Individual Education Program (IEP) meetings into battlefields of the will. Walter, who is 
the principal of an inner-city elementary school with a cluster for students diagnosed with 
emotional and behavioral disabilities, made that point when he referred to the dynamics 
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of some meetings he attended. The special education advocates cited specific areas of the 
laws and statutes to demand services that ultimately translated into a more restrictive 
educational environment for the children, contrary to the spirit and the letter of the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA): 
Some advocates have come in like, "We want a one to one right now! We want 
door to door services!" "We want all these different things, we demand it, it's the 
law!" And we're like, "Well let's hear the assessments, let's hear the results of the 
studies first to determine the level of service we can provide.  
Walter continues that other special education advocates, based on his experience, 
use their limited knowledge of the special education laws only to remind the school of 
deadlines it had failed to meet, services it did not provide or due process steps it did not 
follow. These advocates articulated these complaints without making any constructive 
contribution to the meeting relating to action steps the school and the families can take to 
remediate the situation, leading to circular arguments and accusations in the IEP 
meetings. Such cases have often resulted in parents feeling overwhelmed and the school 
scrambling to alter the configuration of these meetings to lessen the stress on families. As 
Principal Walter explains: 
When you see an advocate come in with Massachusetts state laws; sometimes you 
feel like you are in for a fight. But we do our best to try to get on the same page, 
"We're here for the child." We really have to do a lot to make the parents feel 
comfortable. Sometimes we will lessen the amount of people in a meeting. So we 
try to lessen the intimidation factor.  
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Kelsey, the psychologist who works at a school for students with emotional and 
behavioral disabilities, also sees the need for special education advocates who are 
knowledgeable about special education laws to work closely with schools as full partners. 
He shared his belief that such partnership would ensure that schools meet the needs of 
children with disabilities within the parameters and deadlines set by federal and state 
laws.  Kelsey describes some circumstances in which special education advocates who 
understand the requirements and boundaries of IDEA and state laws can be a boon to 
schools and parents alike, as they hold schools accountable and work with them as full 
partners during individual education program (IEP) meetings: 
Definitely they can hold you accountable. And they want to make sure the kid 
gets everything that they can. Because like I said there are so many laws…even 
the people that run those meetings may not have a great understanding of 
everything unless you're a lawyer. So they're able to help with that as well. A 
school may not be aware of what they were doing was wrong. So an ed advocate 
is good at questioning some of those things, make you reflect and kind of hold 
you accountable.  
The school administrators further reported that when a special education advocate 
knows the special education laws, he or she becomes an asset both to the school and to 
the parents. As the administrators indicated repeatedly, they take seriously their moral 
imperative to do what is right for children. They often have to juggle between promoting 
the best interests of their disabled students with fulfilling their other mandate to allocate 
the necessary resources to provide a high-quality education to students in regular 
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education. Moreover, the school administrators acknowledge that they do make mistakes, 
at times. They realize they do miss deadlines and they do not follow the due process 
requirements of the laws consistently.  It is in light of that reality that the school 
administrators claim that they prefer to work with special education advocates who have 
adequate knowledge of special education laws and procedures. These advocates rightly 
hold schools accountable to follow the requirements of the law, thereby enabling the 
school administrators to uphold their commitment to do what is in the best interests of the 
children they serve. The school administrators indicated they believe that the special 
education advocates who are experienced and knowledgeable will often show empathy. 
According to these administrators, the experienced special education advocates 
understand the legal mandate requiring public schools to provide a "Free and Appropriate 
Public Education" (FAPE) to all students. They also grasp the schools’ mandate to use 
their resources in ways that meet the needs of all students to the greatest extent possible, 
while providing for the needs of special needs students in the least restrictive 
environment, as required by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). 
Principal Walter describes the advantages of working with such a special education 
advocate: 
Some advocates have this way of saying, “Ok we can get this together, and here 
are the things the school is supposed to do by law. Let’s walk through the referral 
process.” So that is usually how it forms. But those skills, having the knowledge 
base from referral to actual services. 
Principal Walter also shared that he embraces knowledgeable special education 
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advocates who are balanced in their views while holding his school accountable and are 
willing to work with him to meet the needs of the children they serve together: 
See my experience has been that the advocates that are knowledgeable will be 
understanding that we’re trying what is best of the child. Some of them do know 
the regulations around deadlines, submission and referral. They’ll mention the 
laws, IDEA, not having kids labeled. The advocates that are more effective, they 
do know the laws, they know how they are constrained.  
Walter further indicated that experience had taught him that a special education 
advocate who has a reputation as one who is knowledgeable about the special education 
laws and statutes could provide an impetus that forces a school to adhere to the timelines 
and due process requirements mandated by federal and state laws. He also admitted that 
the involvement of special education advocates in IEP meetings does have a material 
effect on his team's level of preparation and timeliness in delivering evaluation 
documents: 
When we do form an IEP, and we do the testing. We sometimes do say, "Well this 
family has an advocate, so we need to make sure to do everything on time to the 
letter of the law." It does influence us getting our reports in on time so we can 
process the information.  
The school administrators emphasized that special education advocates should not 
use their knowledge of the law as a manipulative tool to make demands of schools that go 
beyond what students need to make adequate progress in the least restrictive 
environment. They contend that special education advocates must understand that the 
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Individuals with Disabilities Education Act and other state regulations serve as a 
framework to guide the delivery of services and to inform the placement of students with 
disabilities.  
Two of the administrators spoke explicitly of the peculiar situations involving 
specifically students diagnosed with emotional and behavioral disabilities. Special 
education advocates and parents often want these students transferred to expensive 
private day schools rather than providing them with the support they need to succeed in 
an inclusion setting amongst their peers in the regular education classrooms. The 
administrators mentioned that the purpose of the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act and the Massachusetts Special Education Regulations 603 CMR 28.00 is to ensure 
that eligible students with disabilities receive special education services that are designed 
to meet their individualized needs so they may reach their full potential.  The school 
administrators further contend that these placements often counter the federal special 
education mandate that requires children with disabilities to be educated "in the least 
restrictive environment." (Federal Register, 2006).  They argue that special education 
advocates who attempt to use their knowledge of the laws to force the placements of 
students with emotional and behavioral disabilities in expensive private day schools are 
pushing the public schools to violate the spirit and the letter of federal and state laws.  
Joyce, who is the principal of an alternative high school for students with 
emotional and behavioral disabilities, explains why special education advocates must 
keep in mind the needs of each child and how the requirements of IDEA and section 603 
CMR 28.00 apply to each specific situation: 
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So I think they need to be very knowledgeable of special education laws. But 
more particularly, more specifically, they need to be specific to the child. To me, 
it's really about going that extra mile for the child that they are advocating for and 
not just coming in with a general sense of what the school should and should not 
be doing.  
Principal Walter added that in addition to a broad knowledge of the special 
education laws, procedures, and statutes, advocates must also understand how the 
Individual Education Program (IEP) process fits within the requirements of the federal 
and state legal frameworks. He argues that special education advocates and parents who 
do not understand their children’s IEP within the context of the statutes are apt to make 
demands that do not align with the timelines, procedures, and processes set by federal and 
state laws:  
Someone who is knowledgeable of that process is important because sometimes 
an advocate will come, "We want this now!" Well, first we need to go through the 
process that is set up by state law. Here's what we need to do first." So an 
advocate that knows the system and knows how IEPs work is critical. 
Objectivity 
The school administrators identified “Objectivity” as a key quality or competency 
that special education advocates should exhibit. They defined objectivity as the ability to 
“step on the balcony” and to analyze disagreements, situations or conflicts 
dispassionately based on facts, data, best practices and the law. According to the 
principals who participated in the study, the more difficult the life experiences of special 
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education advocates were when they related to schools as parents, the more important it 
is for them to develop objectivity as a learned and acquired skill. The administrators 
spoke of instances in which special education advocates allowed what principal 
Maryellen called the "Doorknob Effect" to influence the dynamics of their relationship 
with the school where they work. She describes the "Door Knob Effect" as the visceral 
reaction that some special education advocates exhibit when they see uncanny similarities 
between challenges they experienced as parents and the difficult circumstances their 
clients experience with similar school districts. Principal Maryellen said that she often 
hears versions of the following complaint by some special education advocates who had 
children go through the special education system in her district: “Well, I know the school 
district didn’t do this right for my child, so you’re obviously not going to do it right for 
my client’s child.”  Principal Maryellen spoke of the need for special education advocates 
to be able to distance themselves from their own experiences when interfacing with 
schools as they represent children with emotional and behavioral disabilities.  She 
describes why this quality is important and the role it plays in ensuring that the schools 
and the special education advocates alike prioritize the best interests of children:   
I think, if you have an advocate, the qualities have to be that the person has not 
got their own agenda, that they are truly aware of the very specific needs of the 
child. And the specific needs of the family. And that they are looking through that 
lens all the time, and they’re not looking through their own lens.  I think, the 
ability to distance themselves personally and look through the lens of what is best 
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for the child that you are talking about and the family that you're talking about. 
Honestly, that is the most important quality.  
Kelsey, the psychologist who works at a middle school for students with 
emotional and behavioral disabilities also expressed his belief that special education 
advocates must develop the skills to be objective and to gain enough distance from their 
personal experiences to be able to focus on the best interests of the children they 
represent. He described in general terms the negative tone that permeates some meetings 
he has attended in which the special education advocates lacked objectivity and allowed 
their own histories and their personal agenda to derail the meetings and to influence their 
relationships with the school: 
Sometimes you know you're in a meeting, and they're bringing up the negative 
experiences. Like, there's more. They came in with an agenda to get something 
done. This isn't the right place, and they come in, and they're looking for 
everything that you did wrong. Negatives like pointing fingers. That's some of the 
biggest challenges sometimes. 
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CHAPTER V 
 
THE EXPERIENCES AND PERCEPTIONS OF 
ADVOCACY ORGANIZATION REPRESENTATIVES  
Despite the small number of participants, the three representatives of advocacy 
groups who participated in the study provided in-depth and insightful responses to the 
first questions relating to their experiences with special education advocates. All three of 
them worked as special education advocates before taking on senior leadership roles in 
their respective organizations. The personal experiences of the advocacy organization 
representatives as former special education advocates and as executives who interact with 
other special education advocates on a daily basis enriched and shaped their perceptions 
of the role. Their organizations not only provide training and ongoing professional 
development for special education advocates, but they also consult and host online and 
in-person forums to discuss issues that special education advocates routinely experience 
during their work both at the school and district levels.  After analyzing the transcripts of 
the responses the representatives of advocacy organizations provided about their 
experiences with special education advocates and their view of the work they perform on 
behalf of children, the following themes emerged: 
Theme 1: Special education advocates present with a wide spectrum of training 
and professional background 
Theme 2: Special education advocates empower families during school meetings. 
 
 
	 103 
Wide Spectrum of Training and Professional Backgrounds 
One of the themes that the representatives of advocacy organizations highlighted 
was that the special education advocates present with a broad spectrum of professional 
backgrounds. This observation is similar to the pattern that the school administrators 
observed in the special education advocates with whom they interacted.  Typically, 
special education advocates reach out to the advocacy organizations for professional 
development and would have already been practicing for several months or years without 
any formal training. Elizabeth, an advocacy organization executive, confirmed that she 
encountered special education advocates who held advanced degrees in education and 
law while others never had any direct exposure to the legal system, as it relates to special 
education, except for the meetings they attended at school to develop the individualized 
education programs for their children. Elizabeth’s organization support advocates who 
typically had solely their “lived experience” as their primary preparation for advocacy 
before reaching out to her organization for training. Many special education advocates 
are not familiar with the relevant laws and procedures that regulate specific aspects of 
special education. According to Elizabeth, the professional backgrounds of the special 
education advocates her organization support vary greatly: 
So the advocates, I mean, they’re all over the map in terms of the amount of prior 
experience and training that they’ve had. Some of them are lawyers who are not 
practicing law, they are advocates. Some are teachers. Some have PhDs. Some are 
psychologists. Some are stay-at-home moms. So it can be all over the map.  
Many of the public school administrators and at least one representative of the 
	 104 
advocacy organizations who took part in the study take a dim view of parents becoming 
advocates without any prior formal preparation. Audrey, who is the executive director of 
one of the most prominent advocacy organizations in the state, on the other hand, thinks 
that it can be an asset for an advocate to have the experience of raising a child with an 
emotional and behavioral disability and navigating the school-based special education 
bureaucracy.  She is that parent who became involved in special education advocacy as a 
result of her involvement with two children who were receiving special education 
services due to diagnosed emotional and behavioral disabilities. She found that her 
biography as an African American woman raised in a civil rights conscious family 
increased her awareness and made her more prone to speaking up for herself and her 
children. Her life experience as the parent of children with disabilities made her more 
empathetic to the plight of other families and increased her compassion toward them. Her 
professional experience in the business world equipped her with the organizational, 
interpersonal, and analytical skills she needed to present cogent arguments in advocating 
for relevant services and placements for the children she represents. Audrey said that she 
realizes that her background and life story contributed to making her a more helpful 
special education advocate. Ultimately, she was successful enough to become the 
president of a major advocacy organization that represents the families of children with 
disabilities throughout the state and that provides ongoing training to special education 
advocates.  Audrey shares how she became involved in special education advocacy and 
how her life story contributed to her success as an advocate and as the senior executive 
for a major advocacy organization: 
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I got involved in advocacy largely because I'm a parent with two children with 
special needs. I have a 23-year-old daughter with anxiety and ADHD. And I also 
have a 15-year-old son who is mentally complex. And he's actually the one that 
got me involved. I was raised in a family where civil rights was a constant 
conversation. And also that the understanding that I was likely to have to advocate 
for my children because we happen to be people of color. So that mindset was 
already there. So I've been doing this officially as a business for ten years now.  
Special Education Advocates Empower Families During School Meetings 
Like the public school administrators, the representatives of advocacy 
organizations also highlighted the theme that special education advocates speak for the 
families they represent during school-based individualized education program (IEP) 
meetings. However, these two groups assign different meaning to the advocates' practice 
of speaking for parents during school meetings. Whereas the school administrators 
viewed the practice of some special education advocates becoming the voices of parents 
during IEP meetings as a form of disempowerment of families, the representatives of 
advocacy representatives regarded the practice as a necessary effort by the special 
education advocates to bridge the power gap between schools and families. Walter, the 
principal of an inner-city school, described the behavior of a special education advocate 
who was speaking for a parent during a tense IEP meeting as "Hijacking" the voice of the 
parent. On the other hand, Audrey noted that many special education advocates are 
perceived as aggressive or overly assertive when they are only playing the role of 
translator and "modulator of meaning" between parents and schools. She admitted that 
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she based her observation on her broad experience as the executive director of a large 
advocacy organization that trains special education advocates, the parent of two children 
who went through the special education system and as a former special education 
advocate herself. 
Audrey asserted that often schools report specific behavioral patterns in students 
that families do not experience at home, and vice versa. This discrepancy in optic along 
with the propensity of schools to use educational and legal jargons during IEP meetings 
often lead to a breakdown in communication and in the trust that that should exist 
between families and their children’s schools. Audrey’s debriefs with practicing special 
education advocates of actual case studies during professional development sessions 
convince her that frustration is often replaced with understanding when special education 
advocates speak for parents and play the role of “modulator of meaning” between 
families and schools during IEP meetings.  Rather than simply “hijacking” the dialogue 
that takes place between parents and schools during IEP meetings, Audrey indicates that 
the knowledgeable special education advocate explains, clarifies and validates the oft-
differing observations that families and schools make about some students and makes the 
educational jargon accessible to families. Audrey clarifies the important role special 
education advocates play in bridging the communication gap between schools and 
families: 
I think that everybody speaks a different language, and sometimes you're 
violently saying the exact same thing. And so very often what we will do is after 
someone says something very verbose and articulate, you say, "Ok school, can 
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you give us an example what that looks like? So it's really ensuring that 
everybody can understand each other's point of view. What can also be headed 
towards a really adversarial outcome gets the kind of arrogance pulled out of the 
balloon because we help everybody to talk to each other. 
Elizabeth, a high-level executive from another leading advocacy organization, 
agrees that special education advocates often speak for the families they represent, 
especially during Individualized Education Plan (IEP) meetings, with generally positive 
results. She cautions and teaches special education advocates to take into account the 
needs of the parents, realizing that some families want to plan before each meeting.  
Elizabeth added that some of parents prefer for their special education advocates to coach 
them so they may engage in self-advocacy on behalf of their children. Others want to 
debrief after each IEP meeting.  The extent to which special education advocates speak 
“for” families is driven by what the parents' desire along with the advocates' personality, 
experience, and training.  As Elizabeth mentions: 
It’s also driven by the parents. So what does the parent want? Does the parent 
want the advocate to speak for the parents? Sometimes they don’t. What they 
want is someone to sit with them there, and sort of observe and help them 
understand what happened afterwards, and help them process what happened. 
They want to do their own talking.  
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CORE COMPETENCIES: ADVOCACY ORGANIZATIONS PERSPECTIVES 
The leaders of the advocacy organizations I interviewed for this study described 
their perceptions of the qualities and skills that make special education advocates helpful 
for families. Their vision of the role is informed primarily by the stated mission of their 
organizations, which is to support the parents of children with disabilities by providing 
ongoing professional development for special education advocates. These executives 
reported that they prioritized measurable skills such as knowledge of special education 
laws and procedures. They also consider verbal and written communication skills; the 
ability to listen and to be discerning as essential skills that special education advocates 
must hone. Lastly, they believe that special education advocates should exhibit a general 
understanding of disabilities; the ability to review school evaluation reports and to use the 
information therein to gain insights into the needs of the children they represent. 
These leaders mentioned that special education advocates should be well-
informed about the resources that may be available in the community so they may serve 
as a clearinghouse of information for families. These participants emphasized the 
importance of other "soft" skills that special education advocates need to possess, such as 
the ability to build collaborative relationships with schools and to gain the trust of 
families. The advocacy agency representatives appeared equally concerned with 
equipping their special education advocates with the skills to secure the appropriate 
services and placements for the children they represent and to work collaboratively with 
schools in ways that preserve the integrity of the relationships of the families with the 
schools their children attend. The following themes emerged from the analysis of the 
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transcripts from the interviews with the advocacy organization representatives: 
Theme 1: Relationship building skills 
Subtheme 1: Trusting relationships with parents 
Subtheme 2: Collaborative relationships with schools 
Theme 2: Working knowledge of special education laws and procedures 
Theme 3: Effective verbal and written communication skills 
Subtheme 1: Ability to articulate the needs of children, schools, and parents 
Subtheme 2: Good listening skills 
Theme 5: Familiarity with resources available to families 
Relationship Building Skills 
 Relationship building skills emerged as a critical quality that the representatives 
of advocacy organizations believe special education advocates must possess to be helpful 
to  families. The representatives of advocacy organizations reiterated the consensus 
voices of the school administrators about the responsibility the special education 
advocates have to preserve the integrity of the relationships between parents and their 
children's schools after they no longer represent families. The executives from the 
advocacy organizations spoke of a balance that special education advocates must 
maintain in representing the interests of their clients vigorously while preserving the 
relationships that families have with their children's schools. They asserted that special 
education advocates must be skilled at building relational links so that they may earn the 
trust of families and the respect of schools to enable all stakeholders to work 
collaboratively for the benefit of children. According to the representatives of advocacy 
	 110 
organizations who participated in the study, the more skilled special education advocates 
are at building meaningful relationships with all stakeholders, the more successful they 
will be in gaining the trust of families and in working as full partners with the schools. 
Trusting relationships with parents. Elizabeth, who serves as executive director 
of a leading advocacy organization, reported that one of the most valuable contributions 
that special education advocates can make is to keep their clients grounded. She believes 
that the special education advocates who are helpful to families encourage them to 
maintain a level of realism in their expectations of the schools. All three advocacy 
organization representatives agreed that special education advocates who lack the skills 
to build strong relationships with families and to earn their trust would not succeed in 
helping their clients to align their expectations to reflect the services that public schools 
can practically provide for their children.  Elizabeth explains that, when she was an 
advocate, she was able to help her clients to remain objective so that their demands were 
grounded in reality. She shares her belief about the primacy of relationship-building skills 
to the effectiveness of special education advocates as well as the steps she took to put 
these skills to work when she was a special education advocate:     
I think an advocate needs to be someone who is not afraid to tell a parent what 
they might not want to hear. Because I don’t want a parent to be going off false 
expectations. I also think that an advocate needs to be open to the possibility that 
a parent does not have an accurate perspective on what is really going on. I 
always say, when I meet a parent, I only have half the story. 
Audrey, another executive for a nationally recognized advocacy organization, also 
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believes that students ultimately benefit when the schools, the special education 
advocates, and the families maintain healthy relationships.  She added that a special 
education advocate who has earned the trust of a family and has a healthy relationship 
with them would be able to challenge the parents when their personal feelings collide 
with the need to build a working relationship with a school. In that sense, Audrey’s belief 
aligns with the school administrators’ position that "objectivity" is an important skill 
special education advocates should develop. While Audrey agrees that objectivity is 
important, she feels that such objectivity will not translate into any meaningfully positive 
outcomes for children unless the special education advocates develop relationships with 
parents that are strong enough to ground them emotionally so that they may focus on the 
best interests of their children. As she explains:  
Keep the parents focused on what is important. What is it that you want to 
accomplish for your child? How can we establish a good relationship with the 
school in order to accomplish your goals and the goals that the school has for your 
child? 
Collaborative relationships with schools. The advocacy organization 
representatives spoke unanimously about the importance of working collaboratively with 
the schools. All three participants shared that when special education advocates bulldoze 
their way into schools to impose their will, ultimately, families are left picking up the 
pieces after these special education advocates are no longer working with them. The 
children whom the advocates represent typically continue to attend their schools after 
their advocates no longer work with them. They believe that special education advocates 
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must develop the relationship building skills necessary to promote the interests of their 
clients vigorously without adopting a hostile or aggressive posture.  Audrey highlights 
the different types of relationship building skills that special education advocates need to 
achieve the balancing act of earning the trust of families and developing healthy 
relationships with schools while presenting robust advocacy on behalf of the children 
they represent:  
It's a lot of different types of skills that are required. But certainly key is being 
able to have good relationships with the schools, at the same time that they are 
advocating for the client's child.  
One of the ways Audrey shared that she achieves that balancing act is to sit down 
with the district and school administrators in a non-threatening way to analyze factually 
the costs and benefits of taking particular cases to appeal versus providing the children 
with the services or placements that the parents request. Audrey reports that such an 
approach typically ends in mutually beneficial arrangements for the schools and the 
families. The children receive the services and resources they need, and the schools avoid 
the costs and time that a hearing would consume.  Audrey says that she presents her 
argument to settle with the school as a win-win argument for all parties:   
I go to a team meeting when I’m ready for hearing. It’s an opportunity for me to 
bring the school to the table: Is this a case you would like to take to hearing? If 
not, let’s just settle it here! It saves a lot of money for the parents if I don’t have to 
file a complaint. It saves the school a lot of money because they don’t have to pay 
for a lawyer. 
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Working Knowledge of Special Education Laws and Procedures 
The representatives of advocacy organizations reported that it is essential for 
special education advocates to have a working knowledge of special education laws and 
procedures to be helpful to families and to secure for them the resources and placements 
their children require to succeed. A large percentage of the courses and professional 
development sessions that these organizations provide to special education advocates 
focus on understanding the federal and state legal frameworks that drive the delivery of 
special education services. Audrey, who is a senior executive at one of the leading special 
education advocacy group in Massachusetts, believes that special education advocates 
should have enough grasp of the laws at the granular level to apply them in specific 
situations, as they arise:  
First of all, understanding the law and the procedures around special education, 
and that means the ability to refer to the statutes and the regulations. So it’s not 
just us going to a training but really being able to be very law-based. 
The representatives of advocacy organizations reported that in addition to having 
a working knowledge of the law, special education advocates must be able to use their 
knowledge of special education laws and procedures to hold schools accountable. These 
executives also shared their belief that special education advocates should leverage their 
understanding of disabilities and their skills in reviewing the available documentation to 
work collaboratively with schools in a supportive capacity when they do not follow 
proper procedures or fail to adhere to the legal requirements of the law.  
According to Audrey, special education advocates should have the necessary 
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skills to review and to make sense of the findings from psychological, academic, 
occupational and speech evaluations. She shared that the special education advocates who 
are helpful also understand the implications of the evaluation results they review for the 
services and placements the applicable laws mandate their students to receive.  Audrey 
asserts that the ability to evaluate the academic and clinical records and to understand 
their implications on the development of a student’s individualized education program 
(IEP) is crucial to the effectiveness of special education advocates as they work with 
schools:   
Understanding how to work with schools. So you need to have looked at the 
school evaluations, you need to have looked at the IEPs. You can see what they 
look like, and what they are saying. So a good analysis of the facts based on a 
review of the record, an ability to interview the parents based on review of the 
records.  
Effective Verbal and Written Communication Skills 
Woven into the tapestry of the fabric that defines the effectiveness of special 
education advocates in bridging the relationship gap between families and schools 
successfully and in effecting positive outcomes for children is their ability to persuade 
others.  The representatives of advocacy organizations identified strong communication 
skills as a key quality that all special education advocates should demonstrate. These 
executives contend that special education advocates must demonstrate that they have the 
aptitude to speak and to communicate clearly, cogently and convincingly both orally and 
in writing.  The representatives of advocacy organizations also contend that effective 
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communication entails the ability of special education advocates to articulate accurately 
the needs of the children they serve and the perspectives of parents and schools. It is also 
the ability to listen empathically, to ask the right questions and to be discerning when 
advising families about their options and best courses of action. According to the 
participants, effective communication encompasses the ability to articulate both the needs 
of children and the perspectives of all parties as well as listening skills. 
Accurate articulation of the needs of children, parents and schools.  As 
indicated previously, communication skills are qualities that the representatives of 
advocacy organizations agreed are essential to the work that special education advocates 
do with families and schools. According to the advocacy organization representatives, 
special education advocates must not only be adept at articulating their thoughts cogently 
and clearly, they must also be able to convey the needs of the children they represent, 
especially if they are in high school. Special education advocates must be empathetic 
enough to work with schools and parents to help them to build a consensus understanding 
of what the children’s needs are. They must also exhibit the requisite communication 
skills to present convincingly the steps all stakeholders must take to achieve the best 
possible outcomes, based on the requirements of the law and the needs of the children.   
Elizabeth, an executive at a leading advocacy organization, argues that part of the 
responsibility of special education advocates is to translate the parents' understanding of 
their children's needs along with their rationale for seeking specific placements, services 
or resources. She added that the special education advocates must also be able to 
articulate the parents’ perspective if they lack the knowledge or are too emotional to do 
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so personally:  
There are times that the parent may be afraid to say something.  I had a scenario 
where parents wanted a child to go to a particular placement. They didn't want to 
bring it up because they were afraid that was going to be a problem. The child has 
consistently had some fights and behaviors, so I'm thinking we may need to do 
some work on positioning this child to have some skills develop so we can still 
work towards being included in the general education setting. I can say that just 
like that, and nobody in the room is going to feel accusatory.  
The executive of another advocacy organization, Audrey, echoed Elizabeth’s 
assertion that the special education advocate, at times, might be the most appropriate 
person to convey the desires of the parent to the school. She reported that she often 
summarizes the discussions that take place during IEP meetings by articulating for the 
schools the bottom line issues: “Here’s what the parents need/want for the child, and 
here’s what based on the evidence we have.” 
Listening skills.  One of the subthemes that emerged when participants spoke of 
the need for special education advocates to develop communication skills is the notion 
that effective communication is more than the ability to speak and to write eloquently. 
Participants report that special education advocates who effect positive outcomes for 
children and are helpful to families listen well. These special education advocates are 
discerning. They take into account all points of view, realizing they share similar goals 
with the other members of the team, even though they may disagree on the steps to reach 
them.  Elizabeth describes her belief that special education advocates who are helpful 
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listen to all sides empathically and with an open mind: 
And then, be able to listen, listening to the parents but also going into a team 
meeting and being able to listen, to hear what the school is saying, and to be able 
to represent the parents’ perspective in a professional way. 
Audrey shares her conviction that good listening skills and the ability to ask the 
right questions go hand in hand. She believes that the special education advocate who is 
helpful is an active listener during IEP meetings. She clarifies that inherent to the quality 
of good listening is the ability to restate what the other side is articulating, to ask open-
ended questions, to seek clarity and to gather as much information as possible to make 
the correct decisions for children: 
I have always led with the premise that we have two ears and one mouth. 
Therefore, we should be listening twice as long as we are talking. So I think an 
advocate needs to be able to ask questions, be able to be clear in their responses if 
they agree or disagree, to help make sure that everybody is on the same page at 
least in terms of what information is on the table.  
What is most important to Audrey is not only the willingness of the special 
education advocates to ask open-ended questions and to seek genuinely to understand, 
they must also be skilled in knowing what questions to ask based on each specific context 
and circumstance. Audrey compares the roles of special education advocates to that of 
life coaches. They do not have the full picture, but they can generate thoughtful 
questions. She contends that, as the person who knows the children the least, a special 
education advocate's ability to ask the right questions may be one of the most important 
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skills she can use to surface the core issues relevant to each child and to facilitate the 
process of arriving at beneficial consensuses on their behalf:  
The beauty is knowing what questions to ask. I don't have all the answers because 
I don't live in this child's body. I don't live with this group of people who are 
dealing with him every day. I really think it comes down to facilitating the 
conversation that allows all of that collective intelligence to be present.  
Familiarity with Resources Available to Families 
Many of the advocacy organization representatives described the special 
education advocates they deem helpful as "full-service advocates." They used that term to 
refer to these special education advocates who are familiar with the resources that are 
available within and outside of school districts to children with disabilities and their 
families. These executives reported that they facilitate networking opportunities for 
special education advocates for the very purpose of providing them with a space to 
connect and to share available resources that may be helpful to specified categories of 
clients. Elizabeth explains the reasoning behind her decision to invite advocates to come 
to her organization's workshops 30 minutes early and the role these gatherings play in the 
professional development of the special education advocates her organization supports: 
What we generally do is one Friday a month we have a two-hour workshop. They 
run on Friday mornings from ten to twelve thirty. We actually invite advocates to 
come at 9:30 because it gives them the opportunity to network and get a chance to 
not be so isolated.  
Audrey believes that one of the most important qualities of a helpful special 
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education advocate is resourcefulness. She found that the special education advocates 
who are helpful to families do not rely solely on the services provided by school districts. 
Even when the resources are not readily available or identifiable in some situations, the 
resourceful special education advocates investigate, research and use all the means within 
their power to find alternative services that may benefit their clients. The special 
education advocates who are helpful educate themselves about the federal, state, city, and 
private resources that may be available to the families and their children. Audrey 
describes some ways the resourcefulness of special education advocates can be 
significant assets to the families they represent: 
I think an advocate needs to be what I consider to be a full-service advocate. So 
not just, 'I'm going to tell you what to do in a team meeting, but there may be 
other resources in the community that may be helpful for that family. Then to find 
those resources.  
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CHAPTER VI 
THE EXPERIENCES AND PERCEPTIONS OF FAMILIES 
The six parents who participated in the study viewed their experiences with their 
special education advocates primarily through the lens of stress mitigation and support. 
This paradigm is in keeping with findings from the research literature indicating that 
parental self-advocacy is emotionally draining (Cunconan-Lhar & Brotherson, 1996). It 
often leads to adversarial relationships with school administrators (Fish, 2008) and it is 
stressful to families (Kutash, 2013).  All six parents reported having experienced at least 
two of the three consequences of self-advocacy outlined in the research literature.  They 
also said that they experienced the pressures that are inherent in raising children with 
emotional and behavioral disabilities with the social stigma that often accompanies these 
types of disabilities. Lastly, the parents who participated in the study reported that 
navigating the public special education system to secure appropriate services for their 
children and to ensure that their due process rights are respected when they experience 
disciplinary infractions is also frustrating. Interestingly, these families reported their 
experiences and perceptions of their special education advocates primarily in terms of the 
way they made them feel and what they did for the parents personally, as opposed to the 
types of outcomes these special education advocates achieved for their children. The 
following themes emerged after I analyzed the transcripts of my interviews with parents: 
Theme 1: They kept us calm 
Theme 2: They helped us to maintain objectivity and clarity  
Theme 3: They spoke for us when we did not know what to say  
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Theme 4: They served as our coaches 
They Kept Us Calm 
The apparent reluctance of school districts to qualify students with emotional and 
behavioral disabilities to receive special education services and affirmatively deliver 
these services when the children are found eligible can be maddening and frustrating, 
according to the parents. To Kim, the mother of a child diagnosed with severe ADHD 
and Tourette Syndrome, one of the most important benefits of using a special education 
advocate during her child's Individualized Education Program (IEP) meetings, was the 
advocate's ability to keep her calm.  Kim expressed the emotions she felt before and after 
her special education advocate represented her during the IEP meetings: 
I think the most valuable thing was, she kept us calm. Because, as parents, we 
were emotionally wrecked.  
Other parents spoke of the fear that they have of developing a tumultuous 
relationship with their children's school, while simultaneously feeling frustrated at the 
lack of response or cooperation from the school staff. Some of the parents I interviewed 
were afraid that their militancy in personally advocating on behalf of their children would 
turn them into persona non grata in their schools or worse would cause their children to 
be targeted for differentiated maltreatment by the school staff.  Dave, the father of a child 
with an emotional and behavioral disability, was such a parent. After sharing about the 
journey that took him from serving as a personal advocate on behalf of his child to hiring 
a special education advocate, Dave spoke of the sense of calm that his special education 
advocate brought to his child's Individualized Education Program (IEP) meetings. 
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I think the one thing I worried about was making any waves. Because you want to 
get along with the school staff. I think she did bring a lot of calmness to it too 
because it was very factual. And it was helpful to have her there, because she's not 
emotional about it, whereas I am going to be.  
Siobhan, another parent, echoed Dave's apprehensions and fears as well as the 
new sense of calm and confidence that her special education advocate brought to her 
when she began to represent her:  
You know, it’s a situation where are you kind of afraid.  You are afraid to fight 
back a little bit. I feel I don’t feel that anymore.  
Kim adopted a strategy of switching off with her advocate to have her speak for 
her when she felt that her emotional response would overshadow the data-driven and 
factual arguments that should drive her child’s IEP meeting:  
We strategized because I was always the one to talk. And our advocate had 
always backed me up knowing the law and being a calm, strong voice when I 
would get emotional. They would just, ignore me or ignore the fact that I was 
emotional. In our later meeting, we just decided she would talk because she could 
be very strong and very neutral.  
They Helped us to Maintain Objectivity and Clarity  
As families managed the inner turmoil inherent in the challenges of raising 
children with emotional and behavioral disabilities, their previous experience with their 
children’s school conspired to elicit significant doubts in their minds about the 
commitment of their school systems to do right by their children irrespective of costs. 
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One parent expressed her feeling that:  
It’s [the school] not in the business of helping you [the parent]. They [schools] are 
more in the business of making sure they don’t spend any money. 
Families, in these instances, reported that their special education advocates were 
instrumental in helping them to maintain objectivity and clarity.  Danielle reported that 
her special education advocates played such role in her life, especially as they engage in 
post IEP meeting debrief sessions with her: 
I get a second opinion, and a clear thinker at the meeting who can later debrief. 
And they would tell you what they thought, and you could match it to what you 
were thinking because sometimes I would be more emotional about my child and 
they’re more clear thinking.  
Siobhan, another parent with a child diagnosed with ADHD and aggression, had a 
similar experience with her special education advocate. She felt that her advocate’s 
familiarity with her child’s disability, her expertise in the law and her grasp of the 
available services enabled her to develop a realistic, objective and clear understanding of 
what the school should offer her child. Siobhan explains: 
The knowledge that she brought because of the fact that I think so many parents 
go into this, they don't know! You try to research things; it's really overwhelming. 
On top of that, you're dealing with everyday life. There's so much to it, and you 
don't know what you're doing. What she really did for us was the expertise of it.  
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They Spoke for us when we Did not Know What to Say 
The complexity of the regulations governing the implementation of the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and the bureaucratic structure of the 
school-based special education system conspire to make the task of self-advocacy 
daunting even for the most educated and enlightened parent (Kyzar et al., 2012). The 
families who participated in the study confided that they often do not know what to say 
and what arguments to present during their child's Individualized Education Program 
(IEP) meetings.  The participants reported that this sense of helplessness becomes 
particularly pronounced when there are discrepancies between the services or placements 
the schools propose and what these parents feel their children need. In these instances, the 
consensus amongst the parent participants was that they welcomed the direct involvement 
of their special education advocates in their discussions with school personnel.  The 
participants, however, expressed a range of views relating to the nature and extent of their 
special education advocates' involvement during contentious meetings with their 
children's schools. 
Some of the parents said they had no hesitation in handing the reins of the school 
meetings to their special education advocates, especially if they felt that the school had 
not taken them seriously previously.  These parents were also likely to let their special 
education advocates lead the discussions if they have high confidence that their advocates 
possessed an in-depth knowledge of special education laws and could hold their 
children's schools accountable.  Siobhan, the mother of a child with an emotional and 
behavioral disability, specifically aggression, found the assertiveness and knowledge of 
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her special education advocate comforting.  She viewed her advocate as the pivotal lever 
in forcing her son's school to approve and to implement the services that her child 
needed.  Siobhan also interpreted the advocate's take-charge approach and her 
unwillingness to show too much flexibility toward the school as an indication of her self-
confidence, commitment to the family and knowledge. She added that her interpretation 
was confirmed based on the fact that the school had initially refused to provide her son 
with the appropriate services he needed for his aggression after he was diagnosed with 
emotional and behavioral disabilities. Siobhan explains how her special education 
advocate took control of the meetings and highlights the outcomes that stemmed from her 
assertiveness: 
She pretty much dominated the meeting. And she knows what they're doing. But 
from the get-go, she was like, "Where's this? Where's that? We need to have this 
information. You're supposed to have this at this time…" I felt even a little bit she 
was educating them on the IEP process.  
Siobhan relied heavily on the technical knowledge and expertise of her special 
education advocate to counter what she perceived as the propensity of the school to deny 
services or to lessen as much as possible the breadth of services they provided to her 
child so they could save money.  Siobhan trusted her special education advocate to be 
knowledgeable enough to uncover any errors the school may have made in interpreting 
the results of her son's evaluations.  Siobhan added that her special education advocate 
served as the gatekeeper to counter any attempt by her child's school to deny services or 
to limit the resources they would need to allocate to her son: 
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And she kind of knew the trick the school would do to try to make it so we 
wouldn't get services. So when she looked at the IEP, she said to me, "Why do 
they have in here that he is below cognitive function? There is nowhere in this 
neuro-psych that indicates that." And she said, "They'll do things like that, then 
the school system can say, ‘Oh it's not us, it's him,' so there's no point to providing 
all these extra services.  
Other parents preferred to serve as equal partners with their special education 
advocates in advocating for their children during the school meetings.  In the case of 
Danielle, who is the parent of a child with a child with ADHD and anxiety, both she and 
the special education advocate had equal voices during the IEP meetings. It was helpful 
for her to have the advocate contribute to the meetings with questions, insights, and 
recommendations that align with specific outcomes on which they had mutually agreed 
during planning meetings they held before the actual IEP meeting with the school.  
Danielle highlighted in general terms the type and level of involvement she wants from 
her advocate when meeting with her child's school: 
I also think it’s really helpful for them to take notes and interject questions or 
advocate for things so that it’s not just the parents. Or if the parent doesn’t know 
enough to advocate for certain things or to ask questions that lead the team. And I 
think it’s important for the advocate to understand all the types of personnel that 
could be helpful. 
While some parents rely extensively on the expertise of their special education 
advocates to speak for them during their children’s IEP meetings and make decisions 
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based on their recommendations, other families reported taking more ownership of the 
process. Some of the parents indicated that rather than having the special education 
advocate speak for them, they meet with their advocate before each meeting to plan a 
strategy so that as parents, they may speak on behalf of their children.  One parent 
indicated that she meets with her special education advocate before each IEP meeting to 
plan and after the meetings are over to debrief and to strategize her next steps.  
The advocate and I met several times, shared documents back and forth, consulted 
with each other about what was needed, what the next steps were. And we had 
come to an agreement that the best course of action was that they were just going 
to be there for my support.  
Other parents reported that they took an assertive role during IEP meetings and 
resisted any attempt by their special education advocates to make decisions unilaterally 
without consulting them. Tee, the parent of a child diagnosed with anxiety and 
aggression, dismissed her special education advocate because she acted without 
consulting her, even though their relationship started out as a positive one. In this 
particular instance, the parent felt that her advocate monopolized the dialogue and was 
dismissive of her. She also reported that her advocate made unilateral decisions regarding 
her child without securing her input or prior consent.  Tee explained that when the school 
asked the special education advocate to contact her son's psychiatrist to obtain a referral 
to place him on hospital homebound, she followed through on the school's request 
without first getting her permission. She shared the circumstances that resulted in the 
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breakdown of her relationship with the special education advocate and ultimately to her 
dismissal: 
They wanted the advocate to call my son's psychiatrist and ask on the school's 
behalf to convince the psychiatrist to sign the paperwork the district would need 
to place him on hospital homebound. And when the advocate was willing to say, 
"Yes, I'll call on your behalf," to the district, that was kind of the turning point for 
me. I walked out of the meeting. I came back to the meeting and said, "We're 
done here. I disagree. My advocate is no longer my advocate.  
Factors that Led Families to Enlist the Help of Special Education Advocates 
The families who participated in the study also shared some thoughtful insights 
relating to the factors that contributed to their decisions to enlist the help of special 
education advocates. Understanding these factors would result in better collaboration 
between families and their children schools, a decrease in the frequency of conflicts 
between parents and schools and less prevalence of special education advocates 
representing families during IEP meetings.   
Perception of bad faith by the schools.  The first factor is the perception of bad 
faith by the school system.  One of the parents explained the circumstances that led her to 
hire a special education advocate when she lost faith in her child's school: 
So I think when we first met with the school about him, he was coming out of 
early intervention. And they didn’t offer him an IEP. They just said, “We did our 
testing, and he doesn’t qualify.” And we said, “Oh did you read the EI reports?” 
And they were like, “We’re not sure if we got them”. So, we ended up getting an 
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advocate. So it was a very eye-opening experience that, you know, there was this 
really unfairness that they hadn’t even read the reports.  
Perception that the school did not understand their children. Another factor 
that led some parents to resort to hiring special education advocates is the perception that 
the school personnel did not always make an effort to understand and know their 
children. The respondents reported feeling that often, teachers, administrators, and other 
school staff are not trained adequately in identifying the characteristics of emotional and 
behavioral disabilities and other disabilities that are either less obvious or less known.  
Families reveal that some school personnel treat the manifestations of their children's 
disabilities as if they are character flaws.  One parent, Kim who has a child with severe 
ADHD and Tourette Syndrome experienced frustration with the school as her son was 
being chastised for uncontrollable facial tics that the teacher was interpreting as smirk 
despite Kim's insistence that they were symptomatic of his disability. Kim added that the 
teachers made no effort to learn about the disability and continued to hold her son 
accountable for facial movements that he was not physically able to control. As Kim 
explains: 
He was diagnosed with severe ADHD and Tourette Syndrome, and he had facial 
tics at his mouth and the teachers were looking at it as if it were a smirk. So he 
was getting reprimanded for something he couldn't control. 
Tye, another parent who resorted to hiring a special education advocate after she 
realized that the school’s teachers did not understand her son’s disability and did not 
seem interested in learning about it. She describes her experience with her child’s school: 
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Before he started school, we knew something was going on. I had taken him to a 
specialist who told me that he needed services. And they really made me feel like 
they had no clue what was going on. So we ended up going for a neuro-psych 
which we paid for. Then he was given the diagnosis of dyslexia.  
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HELPFUL CORE COMPETENCIES: PERSPECTIVES OF FAMILIES  
Families define as helpful these characteristics that special education advocates 
embody that enable them to mitigate their mental stress and to secure appropriate services 
and placements for their children. The themes that emerged from my interviews with the 
parent participants appear consistent with the findings from the research literature 
relating to the impact of self-advocacy and the reasons that typically drive some families 
to secure the services of special education advocates (Burke, M. M., 2012; Mueller, T.G., 
Buckley, P. C., 2014). The parents of children with emotional and behavioral disabilities 
who participated in the study believe that special education advocates should possess the 
following qualities and core competencies to be helpful to them: 
Theme 1:  Knowledge of special education laws and procedures 
Theme 2:  Broad understanding of specific disabilities 
Theme 3: Familiarity with resources to support children with specific disabilities 
Knowledge of Special Education Laws and Procedures 
The parent participants reported that confusion and frustration surrounding the 
laws and procedures regulating special education eligibility, placement and the discipline 
of students with disabilities were some of the key factors that drove them to seek the help 
of special education advocates. Consequently, knowledge of special education laws and 
procedures were amongst the essential qualities and core competencies that parents 
wanted their special education advocates to have.  Tee, whose child suffers from anxiety, 
spoke for many of the parents I interviewed as she related the urgency she felt when she 
tried to secure the services of a special education advocate who was fluent in the special 
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education laws and regulations without taking on the financial burden that an attorney 
would entail: 
To me when I go to someone that is supposed to be an expert at something, I 
don’t care if it’s three bullet points that they have on a piece of paper, that have 
“The top things you’re entitled to,”. I was really hoping the educational advocate 
could go through those things with me and point me in the direction of what I 
should be looking at.  
The parent participants shared the belief that special education advocates should 
not only have a technical understanding of the laws and procedures, they must also be 
assertive enough to use that knowledge to secure the services and placements that 
children need and deserve. Kim reported that she was fortunate to hire an advocate who 
was familiar with the special education laws. Her advocate was also aware of the services 
that were available in her district to help her son cope with his anxiety and Tourette 
syndrome. When asked to share her opinion about the qualities and core competencies 
that make special education advocates helpful to families like hers, Kim identified 
knowledge of special education laws and access to resources as the top two qualities and 
skills she values:   
They have to know the laws and know the different services that are available in 
the district. Even though I was a special ed teacher, I didn't know that my son 
could get social group, a group of his peers and not a group of lower functioning 
kids on the spectrum who would have looked at him as a model. They need to 
know what's available, as far as services. And know the laws that support the 
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giving of these services.  
Kim voiced her suspicion that her child's school would not have volunteered the 
services or would have refused to provide them on the basis that her child was 
performing at grade level. She felt she was fortunate that her special education advocate 
countered the school's position regarding her son's potential ineligibility based on their 
contention that he was making academic progress. She said that when the family 
requested extended year services for her son, her special education advocate used her 
extensive knowledge of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and other 
state special education laws regulating social, emotional regression risk as an eligibility 
factor for extended year services, to hold the school accountable: 
My son was not academically at risk, but socially and emotionally at risk. I didn't 
know that he could access summer services because of that. I thought you only 
had to be academically at risk. And the district came back to us and said, "No he's 
not academically at risk for summer services." And my advocate pointed out to 
them where they were wrong. And we had extensive notes on his behavior where 
it showed emotionally and socially he was at risk. 
Parents like Siobhan, who is the mother of a child diagnosed with dyslexia and 
dyscalculia that were comorbid with aggression and other signs of emotional and 
behavioral disabilities, reported having a particular affinity with special education 
advocates who understand the specific impairments that characterize their children. This 
preference was especially true if the advocates' knowledge of the disabilities stems from 
their personal experiences as the parents of children with similar issues. Siobhan said that 
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when she was looking for a special education advocate, she felt that she struck gold when 
she found one who understood her child’s primary disability, which was dyslexia along 
with the social-emotional issues that accompanied its manifestation. Siobhan reported 
that she experienced an instant connection with her special education advocate when she 
found out that her child also had dyslexia.  Siobhan recounted the moment when she 
realized that she made the right choice of a special education advocate:  
She said she was specialized in dyslexia. So when I met with her, it was like 
finally, someone understood my child. Her son is dyslexic, and she pretty much 
fought the same battle with the school system. She just absolutely knew 
everything that was to know about the IEP, the laws, what they should be getting.  
Danielle, who has a child diagnosed with both anxiety and ADHD and another 
one who has autism, believes that special education advocates should be familiar with 
special education procedures and laws.  Danielle feels that special education advocates 
should also know which provisions of these laws regulate the eligibility and the delivery 
of special education services relevant to the specific disabilities of the children they 
serve. She added that her experience with schools taught her that teachers and school 
personnel consider only factors affecting their students’ ability to access the curriculum, 
rather than taking proactive steps to provide disabled children with preventative services 
even when they are performing at grade level academically. Based on her experience with 
her child’s school, Danielle explains why a general knowledge of the laws and the 
statutes that regulate specific disabilities is an important competency that special 
education advocates need to develop:   
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Knowing the law, knowing which laws to support that child through. And I think 
there are different laws that can support different diagnoses like Chapter 57 that 
sometimes helps if the kid is on the spectrum.  
Broad Understanding of Specific Disabilities 
The parents who participated in the study reported their belief that special 
education advocates should have a general knowledge of specific disabilities and the 
proactive services schools should offer children with these disabilities even before they 
begin to show academic underachievement.  For example, Danielle, who is the parent of 
a child diagnosed with emotional and behavioral disabilities and another one who is on 
the autism spectrum, used her knowledge of a specific disability with which she is 
familiar, but that is often misunderstood by teachers and administrators to make her 
point.  She explained that children with Asperger's Syndrome often perform at or above 
grade levels academically, but they struggle socially. Some of them exhibit externalized 
behaviors. Others withdraw, turn inward and cause few instances of turbulence at school. 
As a result, many school staff often conclude that the children who internalize their 
behaviors and continue to perform well academically, do not need any special education 
services. They tend to dismiss parental concerns relating to the educational well-being of 
their children. Danielle describes the problem that she and many other parents typically 
face when they try to advocate on behalf of their children and the role that special 
education advocates who understand these specific disabilities can play in supporting 
families like hers:   
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So if you look at Asperger's, so that shows up, if they have a diagnosis of that, 
then the kid has social differences. They need support in order to speak to the 
other kids, in order to work well with them in groups, and self-advocate. So 
sometimes the advocate needs to be well versed in how different disabilities 
manifest, and how that's going to manifest at school not only academically but on 
the playground, and at lunch, and recess, and gym class.  
Siobhan, whose child has dyslexia and dyscalculia with emotional and behavioral 
disabilities, reported that in addition to finding an advocate who knew the special 
education laws and procedures, she was also looking specifically for one who was 
familiar with dyslexia as a disability.  Moreover, Siobhan said she wanted a special 
education advocate who understood the ramifications of teaching children who have the 
disability and who had information about the most appropriate placements that would 
increase her child’s chances of success both socially and academically. She felt that her 
advocate's personal experience with a child with dyslexia equipped her to interface with 
her child's school to secure the services that he needed to succeed. Siobhan describes her 
experience with her special education advocate as she prepared for her son's IEP meeting:  
So I went in looking to get the knowledge about what our rights were, what else 
could be done, someone who really understood dyslexia. When I went in to talk to 
her, she did mention building a case, 'We're  going to get these tests scores, and 
everything else. Then we go back and say, 'You guys really can't teach him. You 
don't have the equipment, knowledge. She delivered on all of those things.  
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Familiarity with Resources to Support Children with Specific Disabilities 
Parents reported that special education advocate who are helpful are aware of the 
resources within and outside the school district that can be used to support their children. 
The parents acknowledged that school districts often have limited resources. They 
understood that public schools are at times reluctant to disburse the necessary funds to 
provide services they deem expensive and that, from their perspective, take away from 
the resources that would otherwise be available to a larger number of students in the 
general education setting. The parent participants said they realized that although the 
general education students may not have severe needs, they must receive a free and 
appropriate education, and federal regulations mandate that they show increased rates of 
progress on a year to year basis. As a result, the participants want special education 
advocates who take the time to research sources of funding or services for which their 
children may be eligible to use inside and outside of school. Kim articulates very simply 
and succinctly:  
I think the advocate also needs to learn about outside resources and how parents 
can get funding. Like, through the Flutie Foundation, or through different grant 
places. Or different respites. Or different organizations like the Federation.  
Siobhan reported that she experienced firsthand the benefits of having a special 
education advocate who was knowledgeable about her child’s dyslexia and dyscalculia. 
In addition to having theoretical knowledge of her child's dyscalculia, Siobhan's special 
education advocate was aware of the resources that are available to teach children the 
skills of making simple mathematical calculations – a feat that is remarkably difficult for 
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children who have dyscalculia. Siobhan reported that even the teachers in her child's 
school were not aware of the resource that her advocate shared. She explains the 
difference her special education advocate made after she became a member of her son’s 
IEP team: 
Math is a huge struggle. My husband and I were buying books and just looking up 
information, like, “How do you teach a kid math with dyscalculia…” and it just 
wasn’t being integrated into the classroom. When we brought the child advocate 
in, she was like, “There are classes that teachers can take at Landmark. They can 
get training to work with kids like this.” So we asked for that.  
Tee, who has a child with anxiety, also feels that special education advocates 
should have adequate knowledge of resources to guide families and to provide them with 
options regarding services that may be available for their children, based on their 
disabilities. According to Tee, special education advocates can empower families by 
providing them with options and by pointing them to resources that the schools may not 
have considered as part of the menu of services that are available to their children. Tee 
explains the importance of the special education advocate serving as a clearinghouse of 
resources for families: 
Someone who has suggestions. Knows what is out there, what is available. 
Knowing who is a good evaluator, who is the good neuro-psychologist to go to. 
Just having, like, a little resource.  
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CHAPTER VII 
SPECIAL EDUCATION ADVOCATES’ PERCEPTIONS OF THEIR ROLES 
The backgrounds of the special education advocates who participated in the study 
are diverse. Four out of the seven interviewed have children with disabilities. Two of 
them worked as special educators in public schools. One advocate has no formal special 
education background or children with disabilities. The characteristic that connects all the 
special education participants is their focus on advocating on behalf of the families of 
children with emotional and behavioral disabilities as an area of advocacy.  The themes 
that emerged from an analysis of the transcripts of the interviews with the special 
education advocates fell into two major categories: The special education advocates' 
perceptions of their roles and the extensive range of approaches they use when 
advocating on behalf of families and children. 
The perceptions the special education advocates had of their roles align with the 
expectations that the parents articulated. Parents wanted their special education advocates 
to serve as their counselor, confidant, sounding board, spokesperson and defender.  
Parents also hoped their special education advocates would be useful in securing the 
appropriate services and the placements that their children need to succeed. The special 
education advocates shared similar visions. After analyzing the transcripts of the 
interviews provided by the special education advocates, the following themes emerged 
across two categories: 
• Their Perceptions of Their Roles 
o Theme 1: We Serve as Anchors 
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o Theme 2: We Empower Families 
o Theme 3: We Speak for Parents  
o Theme 4: We Provide Perspective and Objectivity 
o Theme 5: We Prioritize the Best Interests of Children 
• Their Approaches to Their Roles 
o Theme 1: We Can Be Assertive 
o Theme 2: We Want to be Conciliatory 
o Theme 3: We are Hands On 
We Serve as Anchors 
One of the roles special education advocates report playing in the lives of the 
families they represent is that of anchors.  The special education advocates who had to 
navigate the complex bureaucracy as the parents of children with disabilities said they are 
aware of the mental strain, distress, and stress that the parents of children with disabilities 
often confront when advocating on behalf of their children for placements, resources, and 
services.  Consistent with findings from researchers Wang, Mannon, and Poston, the 
special education advocates report that parents hired them because families often became 
overwhelmed, frustrated and stressed out when they tried to advocate for their children on 
their own (Wang et al., 2004).  According to the special education advocates who 
participated in the study, they view themselves as the persons that parents can rely on for 
support, encouragement, affirmation, and assurance. 
Ellen plays the role of an anchor for families by validating them without fanning 
the flame of the anger and frustration that they often feel after years of failure in their 
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attempt to work collaboratively with their children’s schools to secure the special 
education services they needed to achieve academically and to thrive socially and 
emotionally. She spoke of such a case in which a parent had spent years trying 
unsuccessfully to qualify her child to receive special education services through an 
individualized education program (IEP):  
That is a difficult situation because I have to validate the parent's feelings. It 
actually presents a wonderful opportunity for me to present at the team meeting as 
an advocate who is going to be doing more good than harm. Because it allows me 
to say, "You know what, my client is understandably very upset about how 
difficult it has been for them. But what we need to do is not do this anymore and 
go forward. This is a case of a child staring people in the face for years, and 
nothing got picked up on. 
We Empower Families 
Some of the special education advocates use their knowledge and personal 
experiences to empower parents to make decisions for their children. They view 
information as a source of empowerment. They ensure that parents have as much 
information as possible relating to their options under the law before sitting down in 
meetings with schools to decide placements and services for their children.  Stacey, a 
special education advocate with 20 years of experience and the parent of a child with 
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and Oppositional Defiance Disorder 
(ODD), sees one of her most important roles as a coach who equips families to advocate 
for themselves. As a trainer for the Federation of Children with Special Needs (FCSN), 
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she uses her professional development skills to instruct parents about their rights and the 
legal recourse available to them to secure the appropriate services for their children and 
to ensure that they are treated fairly in the public schools. Stacey describes how she views 
her role:  
The next level is helping them understand what the laws provide them. Because 
again parents are relying on school districts who either don't want to show that 
information or don't actually know the information themselves. So parents need to 
understand number one if their child isn't on an IEP, that might be a step that 
could help them get the services that they need. Most commonly children are on 
an IEP, but they're not getting what they need. So helping those parents 
understand what their recourse is when their child has been on an IEP for three or 
four years, and things aren't changing, or things are worse. 
Stacey indicated that her mission has always been to empower parents to decide 
for their children and to act based on what they believe is in their children’s best interests. 
She admits that some parents are too unsure about their knowledge and ability to decide 
about is in their child's best interest. Stacey advises her clients about their options and 
encourages them to trust their instinct and decide: 
What I always do is put a plan together before the meeting. So I usually have a 
conversation with the parent. And we create an agenda what we want to 
accomplish. The parent has to be able to say, "I want this," or, "I don't want that." 
But I have to be able to explain to them what their options are.. The bottom line 
is, "What do you want for your child?"  
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We Speak for Parents 
Some of the special education advocates believe that it is their responsibility to 
speak on behalf of families in school meetings. They contend that some schools have 
developed the habit of ignoring and dismissing the families over an extended period. 
Consequently, the mere presence of a special education advocate may not change the 
dynamics of the relationship, especially if the advocate appears timid, disengaged or 
compliant.  Two of the special education advocate participants reported that they see it as 
their responsibility to take control of the IEP meetings and to become the primary voice 
of the families.  Special education advocate Kim ascribes to the belief that letting parents 
take control of their own IEP meetings may, in fact, result in a loss of control. As she 
explains: 
I kind of take control because I find a lot of people kind of want that. I've had 
families where I haven't taken control, and things get out of control.  
Kim insists that the IEP meetings in which she has achieved the best outcomes for 
families are the ones in which she took control of the environment, did most of the 
talking and was more assertive. She gave the example of an IEP meeting that went very 
well, and the child received the services and placements the parents wanted because she 
did her research, spoke on behalf of the family and exhibited a balanced level of 
assertiveness: 
I feel like the last very good meeting that I went to; it was for placement for a 
child who really needed a different place to go to school. I didn't seem overly 
assertive, but I spoke in a way that I felt like the people listened. And at the end of 
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what I spoke about, I asked for the placement. They went around the table, and 
the principal agreed. And they agreed that the child could not, and was not, 
making adequate progress and that they needed a 45-day placement. So you have 
to be willing to take risks sometimes, but not too far. You have to prepare! 
Some of the advocates moderated their eagerness to become the primary spoke 
persons of the families they represent based on the personalities of the parents, the 
dynamics of their relationships with them and whether or not these families genuinely 
want their special education advocates to speak on their behalf.  Ellen, an MBA 
credentialed special education advocate who has been practicing for 15 years, confirms 
that the extent to which she speaks on behalf of families is contingent upon the 
personality of the parents and their desire to use her as their voice.  As Ellen explains:  
Yeah, it's very much dependent on the personality of the parent. There are some 
parents who are very timid. And who will say to me, "I want you to talk for me 
because I can't do this." In which case, I do most of the talking. Other parents are 
quite verbose. There are certain meetings in which I tend to sit back and listen and 
jump in at critical times, especially if the meeting is going well. I will stay out of 
it, and I will only jump in to bump the conversation back on track if it starts to 
stray. So it really depends on the parents. 
We Provide Perspective and Objectivity 
One of the roles that the special education advocates reported as crucial to their 
mission is to help families to gain perspective and to develop a measure of objectivity 
about the limitations of their children and about the services and resources a school 
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system can realistically provide.  Ann, an advocate who has been practicing for 15 years 
and is the parent of a child with ADHD who received special education services in public 
schools, sees herself as an objective partner with families. She notes that her 
responsibility is to help parents to face the reality that their children may not achieve to 
the same level as other typically developing children, regardless of the breadth of services 
they receive from their schools.  According to Ann, one of the most challenging scenarios 
she faces is when she agrees with the assessments of schools, knowing the school’s 
position does not align with the expectations that the parents had of their children or the 
school.  Ann shares how she processes these delicate situations with the parents: 
I've gone in, and I've sided with the school. I've gone back to them and say, "You 
know what, your son is doing pretty good where he is. You don't really have a 
case. There's not much more you could ask for. He's getting pretty much 
everything.  
Ellen, who has been practicing advocacy for 15 years, also sees herself as a 
dispassionate partner whose job is to help parents to gain perspective and objectivity. 
Whereas Ann often finds a need to help some of her families to develop realistic 
expectations relating to the level of achievement they should expect from their child, 
Ellen often helps her clients to set realistic expectations of what the school should and 
can provide for their children. She agrees with Ann that the ability to mitigate the 
expectations of parents is one of the most sensitive functions that effective advocates 
perform.  Ellen reported that she has often worked with parents who had unrealistic 
expectations of their children’s schools. She said her role is to bring reality to the 
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forefront for these families so that they may work with schools to secure placements and 
services that meet their children’s real needs:  
I think a good advocate needs to be comfortable telling a client that what they're 
asking for isn't reasonable, isn't defensible., I think an advocate has to prepare the 
parents going into a meeting. 
David, another special education advocate who has been in the field for 12 years, 
also sees his role as bridging the trust gap between parents and their children’s schools. 
He added that helping to rebuild trust between parents and schools is the right course of 
action because many of these schools are acting in good faith. They face potential 
budgetary or legal constraints that make it difficult for them to meet all the demands that 
a parent may have. Often, David encounters parents who question whether the allegiance 
of public school officials is to the fiscal stability of their districts or the best interest of 
their children. As a former public school administrator who also has a child with a 
disability, David said that he is qualified to affirm to parents that the allegiance of public 
schools is to the best interests of children with special needs and the fiscal solvency of 
their districts: 
What I try to help people do is understand that really they have the best interests 
of your kid at heart as well. That they have a lot of constraints. And that doesn’t 
mean that we shouldn’t push for as much as we can for their child, but they’re in 
this bad place of wanting to serve the child but also serve the school district. 
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We Prioritize the Best Interests of Students 
Although special education advocates are either hired by parents or are appointed 
by state agencies, they report that they see their role ultimately as representing the best 
interests of children. The core value that drives the special education advocates I 
interviewed is the belief that they have a fiduciary responsibility to seek the best interests 
of each child, rather than merely execute the will of the parent who hired them or the 
state agency that appointed them. In their eyes, their primary mandate is to secure for the 
children they represent the totality of the services and resources they require to succeed in 
school.  
Advocates like Ellen take a lofty view of their role as the gatekeepers for children 
to ensure that their schools provide them with the resources they need to become 
functioning members of society. Ellen wants to make sure that her advocacy results in 
children being employable, educated and capable to live as independently as possible: 
My role is to ensure that the child receives the services and support that they need 
in order to do what the Feds say we are supposed to be doing. Prepare them for 
employment, independent living, and further education. I’m there to make sure 
the process is followed, to make sure that the parent is using that resource, 
leveraging it to its maximum benefit. 
David, who has been practicing advocacy for 12 years, makes it clear to the 
parents who hire him that his primary responsibility is to ensure that the best interests of 
the children are prioritized, rather than the wishes of the family.  He reported that he is 
willing to walk away from an assignment if parents show resistance to this mindset: 
	 148 
I tell parents that I'm really advocating for your child and consulting to you. Part 
of why you're hiring me and paying me is because I have now at this point over 
35 years of experience working with special needs children. I don't want parents 
to come and say, "I want my child to go to XYZ school. That's what they need." 
By the time I get to know their kid and know the situation realize, "You know 
what, no. It's much better for your child to stay in the public school.”  
Echoing the core value of the other special education advocates, Stacey who has 
practiced advocacy for 20 years reaffirms the prime directive that motivates her: 
So ultimately, that’s what advocates bring to the table. They get services for kids. 
Whether those services are effective or not is a whole different issue. If the parent 
and an advocate stay on the district and continue to monitor, put a lot of pressure 
around monitoring progress, then things can change for the child. 
She feels the primary lever that special education advocates and parents can 
employ in attempting to effect more positive outcomes for children is to ensure that 
services and placements are implemented consistently and are attached to measurable 
goals that the IEP team evaluates on a regular basis.  
What I find, universally, is that if goals are not written properly, they’re not 
measurable, then schools aren’t held accountable. They’re not tracking kids’ 
progress. And that’s why we have special ed students who continue to fall behind 
instead of actually catching up with their peers. For me, that’s what it’s all about. 
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How Special Education Advocates Approach Their Role 
The special education advocates who participated in the study had a range of 
personal backgrounds, personalities and professional convictions that influenced their 
approaches to advocacy. Some indicated that they were assertive and forceful by nature. 
Others described themselves as the quiet professionals who make little noise while 
achieving results for their clients. All of them, however, spoke of the constant need to 
modulate their advocacy method and approach to match each specific setting, 
circumstances, history with a particular school or district and the specific need of each 
family. 
We Can Be Assertive 
While the school administrators who participated in the study labeled some of the 
special education advocates with whom they worked as "aggressive," none of the of the 
special education advocates described themselves as such.  They spoke of the need to 
adapt their style to match each setting, circumstance, and relational dynamic.  Five of the 
seven advocates admitted that they can be very assertive, even demanding at times, but 
only when they believe the school administrators are acting in bad faith or are not 
prioritizing the best interests of the children they represent.  Even in these instances, the 
special education advocates say that preparation, rather than sound and fury, is their 
preferred tool to hold schools accountable.  Ann, one of the special education advocates 
who participated in the study, indicates that often she has to put on her "assertive hat" 
when interfacing with specific schools: "There are situations in some schools I know it’s 
going to be a big argument. I have to come prepared, and I have to know what the laws 
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are.”  According to Ann, when she meets with administrators and teachers from these 
particular schools, her assertive posture is driven by a moral imperative to push schools 
to provide her students with the services and placements they need to succeed. Ann 
emphasizes that even when she must be assertive, which some school administrators may 
perceive as aggressive, her secondary priority is always to nurture positive and 
constructive relationships with schools, whenever possible. 
All seven of the special education advocates spoke of the continual balance they 
feel they have to maintain between adopting a posture that keeps schools accountable to 
deliver the services their clients need promptly and being respectful and cooperative.  The 
participants reported that the desires of parents and personality make-up influence the 
approaches that special education advocates take.  Some families want their advocates to 
become the nemeses who bring retribution to the schools that have treated them unfairly 
or unkindly. Special education advocate Ann reported that she clarifies her approach for 
families when she senses that they expect her to take an aggressive stance when 
interacting with their children's schools. Ann explains the balancing act that she must 
perform to bring clarity and realism in her interaction with some families so that the best 
interest of each student may be at the center of the IEP meetings: 
“When I was a private advocate. I would say, “This is how I will act in the 
meeting. This is the things I will do.” Because even with that many parents after 
the meeting will say, “I thought you were going to go in there and tell them off.” 
No, that’s not my style…So lots of times I’ve gone in and I’ve sided with the 
school. I’ve gone back to them and say, “You know what, your son is doing pretty 
	 151 
good where he is. You don’t really have a case. There’s not much more you could 
ask for. He’s getting pretty much everything. 
Debbie, a special education advocate with 20 years of experience, gave a 
comprehensive description of the variety of circumstances that often dictate the style that 
special education advocates adopt:    
Well, one thing is families need to decide what kind of advocate they want to hire. 
Because there are advocates that go in and make a lot of noise, file complaints, 
and some parents like that. There are others that go in quietly and negotiate and 
listen to the school, and try to work with them. And it really depends. And I find 
myself it depends on where I am.  
Special education advocate Kim echoes the sentiment of her peers when she 
speaks of the “pressure" that advocates face to be both assertive and respectful in their 
representation of their clients at school meetings.  
There's a lot of pressure being a Special Ed Advocate being the person that's "on." 
You need to help the family; you need to negotiate with the district, you need to 
do it in a respectful and friendly way. And keep the child and their needs alive.  
We Want to Be Conciliatory 
Whereas some special education advocates admit to adopting an assertive and 
demanding posture with some schools, the research participants report that they prefer to 
be conciliatory and collaborative in their practice of advocacy.  The advocates who claim 
to favor a militant style of advocacy also appear to be concerned with impressing the 
families they were representing.  Those who say they prefer to be conciliatory and 
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collaborative reported they felt that they have a fiduciary responsibility to consider the 
interest of the child and not merely to fulfill the expectations of the parents. To those 
advocates, preserving their relationships with the schools of the children on whose behalf 
they advocate is one of the critical requirements of their job. These advocates also 
espouse the philosophy that whenever possible, a conciliatory and collaborative approach 
with schools is the most efficient way to achieve positive outcomes for their clients.  
John’s approach to advocacy reflects his belief, as he puts it, that “you can get 
more bees with honey”.  His collaborative approach is based on his belief that people 
who choose to invest their lives to support children with disabilities in the school system 
inherently want to do what is best for them, even though they constantly have to balance 
their best intentions with the reality of dwindling resources. As he explains, he prefers to 
use his negotiating skills and a problem-solving approach when seeking to secure 
resources for his clients:   
I really take a collaborative approach with people. I have to help the family find a 
way to get what this child needs. And try not to do it in an adversarial manner, but 
again with those negotiation skills. And sometimes that's working behind the 
scenes. Sometimes it's working at the table.  
The special education advocates also reported that they realize that the posture 
they adopt and the dynamics of the relationship they entertain with schools will often 
influence how these schools relate to the families after the advocates no longer work with 
them. In keeping with their desire to preserve and enhance the relationships between 
schools and families, some of the special education advocates are intentional about 
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adopting a conciliatory and collaborative tone when working with schools.   For example, 
special education advocate Debbie prefers to serve as a mediator between the parents and 
the school to build a bridge between them, unless a school is intransigent or is operating 
in bad faith. As she explains: “You don’t want to walk away making their lives worse 
than you did before you walked through the door.”  She models the collaborative 
approach even in the language that she uses when she meets with her clients’ schools:  
I always try very hard in any type of IEP meeting, whether it is contentious or not, 
to stay away from the word ‘you,’ and use the word ‘we.’ It’s not ‘You have to 
figure out what this kid needs,’ it is, ‘Our responsibility is to figure out what it is 
he needs. 
Debbie views her role as that of a peacemaker to ensure that the focus remains on 
the best interests of the child.  When the school errs in following through, on services that 
a child requires or appropriate testing when appropriate, parents often become frustrated 
and angry. She is always intentional about redirecting the focus of the school meetings on 
the constructive steps that the school can take to remediate the error and to provide the 
child with the appropriate services, even as she acknowledges and validates the parent's 
feelings.  Debbie outlined a situation in which the school system failed to act in the best 
interests of her client's child. The parent became irate during the meeting. Debbie saw it 
as her responsibility to de-escalate the situation, to keep her client calm and to refocus the 
energy of the team on the steps the school can take to redress the situation and move 
forward. Debbie reflected that: “In that case, it actually presents a wonderful opportunity 
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for me to present at the team meeting as an advocate who is going to be doing more good 
than harm.”  
David is one of the special education advocates who is intentional about helping 
families to build a healthy and collaborative relationship with their children's schools. He 
said that he built a reputation as a conciliatory and collaborative special education 
advocate. He attracts parents who want to advocate for their children without damaging 
the relationship they have developed with their children's school. Ultimately, as David 
explains, his goal is to help parents to develop positive relationships with the schools 
their children attend: 
Some parents come to me specifically because they've heard I'm not adversarial 
with the school district because they're really worried about that. I want people to 
feel more positively towards the school district. There are so many parents that 
are really really suspicious of everything the school district says. And I work 
really hard to help, to have them disengage from that kind of thinking.  
As conciliatory as he wants to be, David indicates that he can also be assertive, 
demanding and even aggressive, when the circumstances dictate. He can be forceful 
when he believes that a school district is acting in bad faith or if a child is a ward of the 
state and assigns him as the surrogate parent: 
I feel like I can be the firmest nastiest if I have to with my kids that I’m a 
surrogate for because they have no one else in their corner. And I’m actually 
going to a meeting tomorrow for a kid who ended up finally placed out at 
Devereux.	
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We Are Hands On 
	
The special education advocates typically interview the parents to glean insights 
into their experience and the circumstances that led them to seek their assistance. All 
seven special education advocate report that they review the documentation that team 
members will reference during the students' individualized education program (IEP) 
meetings. Four of the seven special education advocates reported taking a "hands-on" 
approach that goes beyond reviewing documentation and interviewing the parents to 
collect information about the children they represent.  These special education advocates 
visit the children and observe them in their natural environments, either at home or their 
schools.  In addition to visiting the children at home or in their school environment, three 
of them report that they take a very detailed history of each child from their pre-birth or 
adoption stage until the times when they meet with the parents.  They also query the 
parents about their personal history of school difficulties and mental health. Some of the 
special education advocates admit that while this kind of inquiry can seem intrusive to 
some parents, it allows them to develop a knowledge of the child and the family that goes 
beyond the evaluation reports and interviews with parents and teachers.   
David typically meets the students he represents. He observes the elementary 
school children in their natural environment in school. He interviews the older children 
who are in middle or high schools. David sees the observation and the interviews with the 
children as the most meaningful aspect of his job. As he explains: 
Most elementary school kids I want to observe them in school. Because it's the 
rare elementary age kid, who can tell you well enough, how things go for them. 
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Once they're in middle school, middle school to high school, I want to meet with 
them. And then I always bring the kid into the conversation and talk about what 
they think is the best thing for them. So obviously the older they become, the 
more critical they become to the process.  
John, who has been in advocacy for 15 years, also indicates that it is imperative 
for him to meet with the children he represents and to observe them in their natural 
setting. He said that he tries to be as unobtrusive as possible during his observations. I 
addition to seeing or interviewing the children at school, John also elicits input from the 
parents relating to specific behavioral or cognitive patterns that they would like him to 
observe.  John describes the process he follows to glean as many insights as possible on 
the students he represents: 
I usually try to see them in a structured and unstructured settings. And I 
collaborate with the parents to ask them what they would like me to see. So I try 
to put that all together again in a two-hour session. I typically try to be a fly on the 
wall. And for most kids it depends on their cognitive ability, kids who are bright, 
usually within 5 or 10 minutes they forget I'm even in the room. Kids who have a 
lower cognitive ability typically don't even really notice we're in the room. And it 
gives me an idea…because it's one thing to see a child on paper, it's another to see 
them live. And it can make a huge difference.  
John insists on observing the children he represents to compensate for any 
perception issues that the parent may have developed in response to the stress of raising a 
child with a disability and interfacing with a special education bureaucracy that may be 
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overwhelming and frustrating. He shared one example that highlighted the discrepancy of 
perceptions between what he noticed as a result of observing a child and the parents’ 
interpretation of their child’s disability and his needs for an individualized education 
program. In this particular instance, John’s recommendations differed markedly from the 
demands that the child’s parents were making. He explains: 
I had a young man who had an in utero stroke, and he had some vision and some 
issues…the parents did everything correctly with the young man. The school was 
going to take away the IEP, and give him a 504 which is why the parents hired 
me. When I observed the child in the class, he was a very high performer. He was 
the one that raised his hand, his mobility and orientation were amazing. Out on 
the playground, he was the star soccer player. And I told the parents, they didn't 
like what I told them. "You guys have done a great job, he doesn't need an IEP. 
He needs to be in inclusion.”  
Like many of her peers, Kim also expressed a desire to meet the children she 
represents, in addition to gathering as much information about them.  Her deep dive into 
the data prepares her to advocate in ways that serve the best interests of the children. She 
found, however, that some parents are reluctant to allow her to meet with the child or to 
share information they may deem too intrusive. She reports on the steps that she takes to 
ease the parents’ anxieties: 
I definitely prefer to meet the children. Sometimes the parents don’t want to. I 
tend to, for whatever reason, get the anxious, disturbed children at times where 
the diagnosis is not clear-cut. And the parents are afraid to be in the meeting 
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without the child.  
Although Kim wants to meet with the children she represents, she draws the line 
on visiting them at home: "I'm not big on going to people's homes. I'm not a social 
worker. I don't go to that level. It's kind of; I draw the line, I don't go to people's home." 
This seems to be a boundary that other special education advocates have drawn also. 
Many of them reported to meeting children at their school, rather than their home 
environment. It is difficult to ascertain whether this reluctance to enter the homes of the 
families of children with emotional and behavioral disabilities is due to a deficit or trust, 
a sign of fear, or because the advocates believe that the home environment is not the best 
setting to meet these students.   Kim believes that meeting her clients' children at school 
or even at restaurants and observing them in these settings provides more information 
than visiting them at home. Kim lists some of the places where she typically meets the 
children to conduct her observations:  
If it's important, then I can meet a child either at a restaurant or someplace where 
they can play, where I can see them. I don't go to people's home. I have seen 
children in school, and that's a good place to see them. In fact, that kind of 
research is critical for most of the kids that don't have learning disorders.  
Ellen was the only special education advocate who does not meet the children on 
behalf of whom she advocates because she does not see the need to do so. Ellen reports 
that she relies primarily on her interviews with the parents and her review of the case 
files, including the assessments and evaluations documents. It may be relevant to note 
that she is the only special education advocate amongst the study participants who did not 
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have any "lived" experience raising a child with a disability or working in a public school 
as a special education educator. 
Like some of the special education advocates, she believes that meeting the 
students will not result in any substantive changes to her advocacy strategy or approach. 
Ellen is amongst the category of special education advocates who ascribe to the notion 
that the results of the psychological and achievement evaluations, the desire of the 
parents and the due process requirements of the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA) must inform the placement and levels of services the children she represents 
will ultimately receive. She is adamant that her approach of relying primarily on parental 
input along with a review of the records and the requirements of the law is sufficient: 
I do not meet the children ahead of time. The reason is I don’t have to because the 
law is the same regardless of disability.  The law is the same regardless of what 
town I’m in. The arguments that are constructed to support any given position are 
not going to be altered by having met the student. The way I operate is I am 
moving through this case as if it is going to hearing. And I know that what counts 
is what is in the paper record. Little else counts beyond that.  
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HELPFUL CORE COMPETENCIES:  
THE PERCEPTIONS OF SPECIAL EDUCATION ADVOCATES  
 
The perception of special education advocates differed from those of school 
administrators and the representatives of advocacy organizations who participated in the 
study in two ways.  The school administrators emphasized relationship building skills 
primarily.  The representatives of advocacy organizations prioritized technical skills such 
as knowledge of special education laws and disabilities. The special education advocates, 
on the other hand, emphasized a balanced combination of soft and technical skills.  Both 
the school administrators and the representatives of advocacy organizations focused on 
the need to build friendly and collaborative relationships with schools. The special 
education advocates who participated in the study prioritized the skills that will equip 
them to hold schools accountable, to secure appropriate services for children and to 
maintain the trust of the families that hired them. None of the special education advocate 
participants showed any interest in developing friendly and warm relationships with the 
schools where their clients' children attend. Rather, they reported that they value the 
qualities and core competencies that would serve the following two purposes: securing 
needed services and placements for their clients' children and supporting families through 
empowerment, encouragement, and coaching.  The following themes emerged from an 
analysis of the special education advocates' responses to the question "What are the 
qualities and core competencies that special education advocates should possess?": 
Theme 1: Communication Skills 
Theme 2: Assertiveness 
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Theme 3: Knowledge of Special Education Laws and Procedures 
Theme 4: Organizational skills 
Theme 5: Relationship Building Skills 
Theme 6: Analytical skills  
Theme 7: Self-Control 
Communication Skills  
Communication skills surfaced as a key quality the participants who are special 
education advocates reported as crucial to their effectiveness in supporting families and 
in securing needed services for the children they represent. When pressed to describe 
what they mean by communication skills, they elaborated that they viewed 
communication as a multi-tiered set of skills.  Kim, a special education advocate for 11 
years and who is the mother of an autistic child, expressed the aggregate view of the 
other special education advocate participants when she shared her belief that being a 
good communicator also means being a good listener. She argues that special education 
advocates must be able to serve as a communication bridge linking schools and families 
so that they may convey safely their feelings, concerns, and recommendations relating to 
the programs, resources, services and placements that are best for the children they serve.  
Kim describes what she means by communication skill: 
You have to be a good communicator. You're communicating with both the 
family and the team. You need to be a good listener. And you have to be able to 
integrate the information that you hear into what you need for the child. So you 
have to be somewhat quick on your feet. A thinker, a listener.  
	 162 
As Kim alluded, the special education advocate participants consider listening 
skills as inextricably woven into the fabric of effective communication. According to 
these participants, the special education advocate who is helpful to families speaks well 
and listens well.  Helen, who has been a special education advocate for over 15 years, 
sees her role partly as that of "a therapist." She highlights the fact that often families need 
a listening ear. They seek out someone who can validate their observations and feelings 
as they endure interactions with schools that can be disappointing and frustrating, at 
times: 
A good advocate is also something of a therapist. In that parents look to us to 
validate what they’ve been through, to tell them that, ‘No they’re not crazy.’ 
Everything they thought was wrong was in fact wrong. Sometimes they just need 
someone to talk to who is on their side and can really understand what they're 
feeling and going through. You have to have that ability to listen in a validating 
way.  
In addition to being a good listener and an efficient synthesizer of information 
from multiple sources, the Special Education Advocate who is helpful to families must 
also communicate well in writing. Kim echoes the argument of the other Special 
Education Advocates that the nature of the job, especially after IEP meetings, requires 
advocates to be proficient at putting their thoughts in writing in a clear and compelling 
manner. They must also be able to summarize accurately the agreements made during 
IEP meetings as a way of holding schools accountable. Kim describes her belief that 
effective written communication can also serve as a tool to educate school and district 
	 163 
administrators about their responsibilities and the rights of children with disabilities: 
I definitely think letter writing. I enjoy writing passionate letters for children in 
which, you show a timeline, what has happened, where things need to go. Half the 
time, I’m not just educating the parents, the team members don’t know the law. 
So when you go to the table, you’re really educating most members of the team.  
Faith, another special education advocate who has a child with ADHD and who 
has been practicing for 15 years, also sees the ability to write well as a crucial component 
of the communication skills that special education advocates must hone to be helpful to 
families. Faith articulates the belief of other special education advocates that: "If it's not 
in writing, it didn't happen."  She reports that she uses her writing skills not only to 
communicate on behalf of parents but also to empower them by helping parents to draft 
communications that they send directly to their children's schools. Faith describes her 
views relating to the primacy of writing as an important component in the communication 
apparatus that effective special education advocates possess:  
You have to do a lot of writing; you have to do it very very well. One of the 
things I do a lot of is write the language for the parent, and the parent sends the 
email. Because the district is not required to answer me. So you have to write the 
language so that it's very clear what you asked for so there can be no funny 
business.  
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Assertiveness 
Another quality that some of the participants felt is important for special 
education advocates to develop is the ability to be assertive without being aggressive. 
Stacey, who has been in practice for 20 years, believes that one of her primary roles as a 
special education advocate is to be the voice of parents who may be intimidated by the 
school system. Stacey’s experience as the parent of a child with concomitant ADHD and 
ODD diagnoses has taught her that most parents do not have the prerequisite knowledge 
or the emotional wherewithal to question the decisions made by their children’s schools.  
Stacey also noted that her 20 years of experience, interacting with schools and 
with other special education advocates in school settings, have shown her that parents are 
not the only stakeholders who experience discomfort during IEP meetings.  Stacey shared 
that she has met some special education advocates who were intimidated by schools to 
such as extent that they were rendered incapable of fulfilling their fiduciary responsibility 
to represent the best interests of the children and families they served. Stacey believes 
that confidence grounded in knowledge enables her to be assertive without being 
aggressive when working with schools: 
Having the ability to stand up to basically authority because the school district is 
often perceived as. They're treated a little bit like doctors in society. Parents defer 
to educators about their children's education. And many parents don't have the 
confidence to challenge their recommendations. So you have to have that strength 
of character to be able to stand up and speak.  
Faith, another special education advocate who has been practicing for 15 years, 
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labels as "strength of purpose" a quality that other participants in the study have called 
"assertiveness." Like many of her peers, Faith believes that a special education advocate 
who is helpful to families is not intimidated when he or she is meeting with school or 
district staff during IEP meetings. Rather, Faith explains that the special education 
advocate who is assertive can stand on her own. She describes herself as one who does 
not allow others to dismiss her.  She speaks up on behalf of the family and the children 
she represents. According to Faith, assertiveness does not begin and end at the IEP 
meeting. Faith describes assertiveness as a quality that enables the special education 
advocate to be heard during IEP meeting and to hold schools accountable by insisting that 
they follow through on their commitments:  
I think some of the qualities are; a strength of purpose, a sense of that person is 
able to hold their own. And not be intimidated by the process. It needs to be 
someone who has a strength to stay in the conversation if somebody tries to 
intimidate you. One of the things you experience very often with teams is they 
will just ignore what you say, as parents or as an advocate. They will hear what 
you say, and then just keep talking as if you never said anything. Strong advocates 
have to be able to push the process forward in the face of delays and hurdles and 
lack of follow through. And so the advocates have to help the parents to be 
somebody who manages to get their requests met.  
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Knowledge of Special Education Laws and Procedures 
The special education advocates who participated in the study shared their 
conviction that they and their peers must have adequate knowledge of the special 
education laws and procedures to leverage them to design individualized education 
programs that incorporate the appropriate services and placements that students need. 
According to Stacey who has labored in the field for 20 years, a firm grasp of special 
education laws and procedures provides special education advocates with the knowledge 
base and the credibility to educate parents about their rights. That knowledge base also 
equips them to inform schools about their responsibilities to cooperate with families and 
with other auxiliary supporting entities that parents may enlist. One area in which Stacey 
reported to have found herself consistently educating school administrators relates to the 
right of the families she serves to allow the representatives of outside agencies to observe 
their children in their natural school environment, such as their classrooms, the cafeteria 
and at recess.  Stacey describes how she uses her knowledge of the special education 
regulations and procedures to educate school administrators and families about the rights 
of parents to provide permission to outside entities to observe their children at school:  
And just educating being able to educate that family and sometimes you're 
educating the personnel. Like the observation law, I had a sit down with a 
principal who was very upset with me for observing a student. She didn't even 
realize that that was a right of this family. So education is a big piece of it.  
One key reason Stacey feels that knowledge of the special education laws and 
procedures are an important skill requirement for special education advocates is the need 
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to hold schools accountable.  She shared her belief that educating families regarding the 
rights afforded to them by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and the 
Massachusetts Special Education Law Chapter 766 helps to counter the propensity of 
some schools to limit the information they provide to families or to be outright deceptive 
in their interactions with parents. Stacey believes that the tendency of school 
administrators to restrict the information they share or even to be at times deceptive in 
their communications with some families stems from the pressure these administrators 
receive from their district leaders to mitigate the extensive and costly services that some 
students with emotional and behavioral disabilities require. Stacey believes that her 
responsibility is to use her knowledge of the law to empower parents and to secure the 
best outcomes for their children when she cannot agree with the schools:  
So as an advocate, one of the biggest things that I feel like I do is we hold schools 
accountable. Where parents often don't know how to do that. School districts don't 
like being told what to do. And yet, the law allows parents to basically say, "I 
don't like what you're doing, and I want you to do something differently."  
Organizational Skills 
The special education advocates who participated in the study reported that the 
voluminous amount of paperwork and the necessity to keep detailed notes along with the 
ability to access them seamlessly require special education advocates to develop the 
requisite organization skills to function in their role. The participants also indicated that 
these organization skills go beyond proficiency in keeping accurate records and accessing 
case documents, when needed. According to Helen, a special education advocate who has 
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been in practice for more than ten years, organizational skills also means being prepared 
for meetings by being fully cognizant of the issues at hand. She insisted that the special 
education advocate must do her homework to know the questions to ask, the counter-
arguments that the school may present, and to have a plan of action that will address the 
schools' positions and benefit the family. As she explains: 
Organization of course is critical. When they're going into an IEP meeting, a good 
advocate needs to be over-prepared. I always make sure when I go into a meeting, 
to know more about that case than anyone but the parents. What I do is I have 
notes prepared about all of the questions topics, issues that need to be dealt with at 
the meeting. Over-prepared means you have every piece of information that you 
can muster to defend what you're asking for.  
As a parent of a child with ADHD and ODD who has attempted to advocate on 
behalf of her child, Stacey knows first hand the importance of being well organized. Like 
most parents, she made a lot of informal arrangements with her child's school which the 
teachers never implemented. To Stacey, the need for special education advocates to have 
excellent organizational skills goes beyond keeping proper documentation and records. 
According to Stacey, organizational skills also include the ability to write, to take 
detailed and relevant notes and to categorize them. Stacey added that the special 
education advocate must also be able to refer to her notes when needed, during IEP 
meetings. Stacey often uses her notes to follow up in writing with schools after the 
conclusion of each meeting. Based on her own experience and from the experiences of 
many of her clients, Stacey said that she understands that: 
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Nothing happens if it is not in writing. Creating a paper trail is probably the 
biggest benefit that I think advocates give to families. If they don't know how to 
effectively write and respond and communicate with the school in written form, 
then they're never going to get anywhere. If it is in writing, responses start to 
come in. And if they don't come in, you have a record that you've made requests 
that were never honored. So to me, that's a huge piece of the puzzle.  
Relationship Building Skills 
Relationship building skills emerged as a quality that the special education 
advocates said they needed to hone to be helpful to families. The wide spectrum of 
emotional and behavioral disabilities along with other concomitant disabilities that often 
characterize the children who receive special education services necessitate collaboration 
with a variety of providers with specialized skills. As the father of a child diagnosed with 
ODD who has navigated the school-based special education system as a parent for 
several years and as a special education advocate for the last ten years, John 
acknowledges that it is impossible for any one person to have all the information and all 
the answers. As a result, he believes that it is imperative and necessary for special 
education advocates to build meaningful working relationships with all service providers 
so they may use these professionals as resources when they have questions or need to 
develop a deeper understanding of the needs of the children they serve. John explains the 
rationale behind his belief:  
I think it is important for you to build relationships with professionals. Because 
let's face it, advocates are not neuro-psychologists necessarily. They are not 
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BCBAs; they're not lawyers. But you really need to have relationships with those 
people when you have questions. You really need to have good people skills.  
Analytical Skills 
One of the qualities that some special education advocates identified as a 
requirement of the job is analytical skills. The participants used different terminologies to 
describe this ability that enables some special education advocates to absorb high 
volumes of information from various sources, to process them cognitively and to 
synthesize them into cogent arguments they can use to convince schools or arbitrators to 
provide the necessary services or placements for the children they represent. Helen, the 
special education advocate with an MBA, uses the term "intellect" to describe this 
particular set of skills that she believes every special education advocate should possess:   
I think an advocate needs to have a pretty strong intellect. An intellect that would 
allow them to take various fragments of information and know how to stick that 
together into a cohesive and persuasive legal argument.  
Self-Control 
Parents and special education advocates alike describe keeping parents calm 
during IEP meetings and other interactions with schools as one of the secondary benefits 
of having professional advocates involved in the IEP process. Often the anxieties of a 
family will increase if they notice that their special education advocate is losing his or her 
composure. Consequently, the participants identified "self-control" as a quality that 
Special Education Advocates must possess to be helpful to families. Helen speaks of this 
specific quality and its importance to the emotional well-being of families who often face 
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significant frustrations when interfacing with their children schools:   
They have to have a great degree of self-control with regard to being able to take 
a lot of abuse because we do. And have a really thick skin. And the ability to 
control what they say and how their body posture presents at a team meeting, 
especially when things are heating up. 
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CHAPTER VIII 
COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS 
An analysis of the responses related to stakeholders’ perceptions and experiences 
with special education advocates revealed five major themes that were common across all 
four categories of participants.  The reports from the participants across the groups of 
stakeholders reflected the following observations: a) The low barrier to entry leads to 
inconsistent advocacy approaches; b) The substance and style of advocacy adopted by 
advocates reflect their levels of formal training; c) State certification for advocates is not 
desired; d) “Lived experience” is an asset to advocacy; e) Differing perceptions of what 
motivates stakeholders create tensions during IEP meetings.   
a) Low Barrier to Entry Leads to Inconsistent Advocacy Approaches 
Participants in three out of the four categories of stakeholders interviewed for the 
study agreed that special education advocates shared a wide range of backgrounds and 
levels of formal training for the role. Parents indicated that they were not in a position to 
report on the variabilities in the background of special education advocates because they 
have not been individually exposed to a large number of advocates. They observed that 
the special education advocates they encountered along their journeys navigating the 
school-based special education system had very different levels education and formal 
preparation for the role. These special education advocates, according to the parents, also 
reflected a broad range of backgrounds biographically and professionally.  
The stakeholders offered their consensus view that one of the consequences of the 
lack of a legal framework in Massachusetts that delineates the minimum level of skills, 
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core competencies and qualifications required of special education advocates (Wheeler & 
Marshall, 2008) is the overly broad range of individuals who set up practices in the field.  
Many of the participants reported that a few special education advocates with whom they 
worked had significant legal experience or were themselves attorneys who chose to focus 
on the practice of special education law while others relied primarily on their personal 
experience with advocacy as the parents of children who have received special education 
services in the public school settings.  Participants indicated that special education 
advocates with limited formal training in the field of advocacy most often simply 
replicated to the best of their abilities the steps that their own advocates used to support 
them. The participants indicated that both categories of special education advocate 
typically confer and plan with the families they represent before they attend IEP 
meetings. However, they reported that special education advocates who lack formal 
preparation were more likely to push as their primary agenda the desires of the parents 
relating to placement and services for the children they represented. It is noteworthy that 
the participants reported that the majority of the advocates with no formal preparation 
work pro bono as a way to give back and ensure that other families do not go through the 
negative experiences they endured. Both the school administrators and the parent 
participants describe the approach taken by these special education advocates as 
aggressive. However, the parent participants assigned a positive connotation to the label 
of “aggressive” as compared to the negative undertone the school administrators 
associated with the label.  The parents who described their special education advocates as 
“aggressive” connected the characteristic to their advocates’ assertiveness in representing 
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the interests of children and their ability to stand up to the school system, when 
necessary. The school administrators added terms such as “intimidating”, “hostile”, and 
“bombastic” to the label of “aggressive” when referring to some special education 
advocates. Participants across all categories also noted that the special education 
advocates who have undergone formal preparations for the role tended to be more 
systematic in their approach to advocacy.  
b) Advocacy Approaches Reflect Advocates’ Levels of Formal Training 
 Participants in the study reported the following key differences in the advocacy 
approaches used by special education advocates based on their level of formal academic 
preparation for the role: The advocacy of the special education advocates with no formal 
training is “parent-focused.” The participants shared several examples of special 
education advocates prioritizing the desires of the parents even though the results of 
assessments and the recommendations of school personnel did not align with the parents’ 
wishes.   One of the principals shared the story of a student whose parents wanted him 
transferred to a private school that catered only to students with emotional and behavioral 
disabilities. The teachers, school psychologist and administrators explained to the parents 
and the special education advocate that the private school represented a more restrictive 
environment that deprived the student of positive role models in the general education 
system. The special education advocate continued to push for the private placement, 
despite the concerns the school highlighted, arguing that her primary role was to carry out 
the wishes of the parent. The other administrators who participated in the study also 
shared similar stories, in which a handful of special education advocates indicated that 
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their job was advocates for the positions of the families” who hired them. It is noteworthy 
that under the Individualized with Disabilities Education Act, the recommendation, 
whenever possible, is to place special education students in the “least restrictive 
environment,” which is the general education setting (IDEA, 2004). These private day 
schools, which parents push at times with the support of some special education 
advocates, often take the students away from the communities where they live and 
separate them from their general education peers (Bon et al., 2015). 
The approach adopted by the special education advocates who have undergone 
formal training, on the other hand, can be described as “child-focused.”  The consensus 
of the special education advocates who participated in the study was that their priority is 
to advocate for the services and placements they believe are in the best interests of the 
students they represent while supporting the parents. Two out of the three executives of 
advocacy organizations agreed that advocates have a fiduciary responsibility to champion 
what they believe is in the best interests of the children they represent. They assert that 
their organizations teach the advocates they train the skills needed to tell parents the 
truths they may not want to hear. In these cases, the special education advocates provided 
perspective and objectivity to parents when they believed that parental demands would 
not result in the best outcomes for their children. Three of the special education advocates 
who participated in the study shared instances when they sided with the schools as 
parents were requesting private placements that the advocates believed would only isolate 
the children from their peers without adding anything new to the services and 
interventions the public schools provided in the general education setting. 
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The scope of the advocacy work of special education advocates without formal 
preparation was restricted to meeting with the parents to find out about their desires and 
goals relating to their children’s placement and services, reading the student’s individual 
education plan (IEP) and attending meetings. The special education advocates who went 
through formal preparations for the role were more likely to engage in reviews of the 
school records, evaluations, and assessments in addition to initial meetings with the 
families, and their children, as part of their preparation for the IEP meetings.  An analysis 
of the transcripts indicates that those who have undergone formal preparation in advocacy 
or who have a background in special education are more hands-on. Their approach to 
advocacy includes observations of the child in his or her natural environment, including 
home visits, interviews with the older students, and thorough reviews of all relevant 
documents, as part of their due diligence.  
c) State Certification for Advocates is not Desired 
Despite their contention that many people who work as special education 
advocates do not have the relevant competence or credentials due to the lack of a legal 
framework that mandate minimum levels of qualifications, participants in three out of the 
four categories of stakeholders did not support state certification requirements for special 
education advocates. Although the stakeholders from all four categories support the 
concept of broad standards of practice that could be promoted by advocacy organizations, 
they are not in favor of state-mandated certifications as a prerequisite to engage in special 
education advocacy. None of the parents, special education advocates and representatives 
of advocacy organizations who participated in the study support the implementation of 
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state certification. Two of the four school administrators do not believe certification is a 
necessary requirement to practice advocacy. The primary concern that the participants 
voiced was the potential regulatory requirements such as licensure examinations, yearly 
professional development and the maintenance of the documentation needed to renew 
any prospective licenses. The participants were also worried about the expenses that 
would be associated with the acquisition of any license, thereby negatively impacting the 
ability of families to find and afford licensed and qualified special education advocates.  
Both school administrators who advocated for state certification as a requirement 
for special education advocates highlighted the need for predictability and consistency in 
skill levels as their main reason. As one of these public school administrators stated: 
"When you don't know what to expect from one advocate to the next, your defense 
mechanism goes up, trust goes down, and your overall respect for the profession 
decreases."  All the public school administrators who participated in the study indicated 
they are looking for coherence, consistency, and predictability in the practice of special 
education advocacy, even as they realize that the need of each child is different. 
Irrespective of the position they take on state certification, all the participants reported 
that congruity, consistency, and predictability in the profession can only come as a 
consortium of advocacy organizations, the state or the federal government define 
explicitly the core competencies and skillsets that special education advocates must 
possess.  
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d) “Lived Experience” is an Asset to Advocacy 
Three out of the four categories of participants view the wide range of personal, 
educational levels and professional backgrounds as assets to the profession. They believe 
that special education advocates who have raised children with emotional and behavioral 
disabilities are more empathetic and more supportive of the families they serve.  Parents 
reported a preference for and a sense of connection with special education advocates who 
have children with disabilities and who have experienced similar struggles in navigating 
the school-based special education bureaucracy. The special education advocates who 
were parents or former parents of children with disabilities shared that their experiences 
as parents helped them to empathize with families and form the foundation for their 
vision of their roles as special education advocates. 
The school administrators consider this reliance on "lived experience" and the 
lack of formal academic preparation as problematic. These administrators believe that the 
inadequate knowledge of some special education advocates combined with the negative 
personal experiences some of them had while navigating the special education system as 
parents conspire to create a relational dynamic with schools characterized by hostility and 
unreasonableness. The public school administrators consider the low barrier to entry into 
special education advocacy as a doorway that allows unqualified individuals to become 
advocates resulting in inconsistencies, inflexibility, an unpredictability of practice in the 
profession and ultimately in subpar outcomes for children.  
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e) Differing Perceptions of what Motivates Stakeholders Create Tensions 
 The participants across all four categories of stakeholders reported that IEP 
meetings are often filled with tension due to the differing perceptions of stakeholders 
regarding what their motivations and priorities are when they make decisions. Special 
education advocates and parents often believe that school administrators are motivated by 
a desire to keep their expenses low, rather than prioritize the services and placements 
most appropriate for children with disabilities. The school administrators who 
participated in the study did admit that they struggle to honor their commitment to 
appropriate adequate funding to children in special education settings and to be good 
stewards of the resources entrusted to them. They spoke of their dual mandate to allocate 
the resources needed to meet the complex needs of students with disabilities, so they 
make adequate progress. The schools must simultaneously ensure that students in the 
regular education setting and those who are English Language Learners receive the 
highest quality education possible, all while meeting the costly educational and 
therapeutic needs of children with disabilities in an era of limited federal, state and 
district funding for education. This dichotomy of priorities often leads school 
administrators to overuse approaches, such as response to intervention (RtI) to address 
the educational gap and behavioral challenges that some students exhibit, rather than 
finding them eligible to receive special education services. When confronted with 
heightened scrutiny by parents and special education advocates, during the course of 
developing the individual education program for their children, schools often adopt a 
defensive posture, leading to increased tensions during IEP meetings. 
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 The tension between special education advocates and schools is often accentuated 
by a phenomenon that one of the school administrators called “the doorknob effect.”. He 
describes it as the propensity of some special education advocates to allow their past 
negative experiences with school districts to inform their reaction toward the schools 
where their clients’ children attend. The special education advocates who had children 
with special needs also echoed the doorknob effect when I interviewed them. Two of 
them said they came into advocacy specifically to ensure that other families do not 
endure the same treatments they received when their children were going through the 
special education process in public schools. The participants across all four categories of 
stakeholders acknowledged that the motivation of some of these special education 
advocates is their desire to make schools pay for the misdeeds of the past by holding 
them accountable for the way they treat children with disabilities today. The participants 
agreed that such advocates lack the objectivity to engage in calm and rational discussions 
with schools. 
Stakeholder’s Perceptions of the Qualities that Make Advocates Helpful 
The term “helpful” forms the foundational framework that undergirds this 
research and the questions that I used to investigate the perceptions of stakeholders such 
as parents, school administrators, advocacy organizations and special education 
advocates. In an attempt to operationalize the term, I asked the families who participated 
in the research to define what they mean by "helpful" as it relates to the impact of the 
work their advocates perform on their behalf. They reported that the characteristics and 
expected outcomes that make special education advocates helpful are twofold:  First, the 
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parent participants want their special education advocates to mitigate the mental distress 
and emotional stress they often experience when dealing with their children's schools.  
Second, they expect their special education advocates to achieve results in securing the 
appropriate services and placements their children need and deserve.   
The reported characteristics that make special education advocates helpful from 
the perspectives of the parent participants align with findings in the research literature. 
The themes found in the literature focus on the effects of parental self-advocacy and the 
impact that students with disabilities have on the wellbeing of their families. Wang, 
Mannon and Poston (2004) found that "Parents viewed advocacy as a means to improve 
services and outcomes for their children and families." (p. 7). The core competencies and 
skills that the participants reported as helpful address the needs that families say are most 
consequential, namely: mitigating the mental stress of families and securing appropriate 
services and placements for children (Kutash et al., 2013; Gyamfi et al., 2010). 
Participants reported the special education advocates who were helpful demonstrated 
technical knowledge of special education laws and procedures. They exhibited an 
understanding of children’s disabilities and an awareness of the resources available to 
support parents and to help schools educate children with specific disabilities. The 
participants also said that the special education advocates who were helpful demonstrated 
a commitment to represent the best interests of children and a willingness to hold schools 
accountable to adhere to the requirements of the special education laws and procedures.  
Lastly, parents, in particular, reported that they look for special education advocates who 
have worked in their children's school systems and are familiar with the practices of these 
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schools as they relate to the availability and delivery of special education services as well 
as discipline policies related to exclusion, suspension, and bullying.  The participants 
across all four groups of stakeholders agreed that the following qualities are necessary 
competencies that special education advocates should exhibit to be helpful to families: a) 
knowledge of special education laws and procedures, b) relationship building skills, c) 
communication skills, and d) familiarity with available resources. 
a) Knowledge of Special Education Laws and Procedures 
All four categories of participants identified knowledge of special education laws 
and procedures as an essential core competency that special education advocates must 
possess to be helpful to families. The reason why such a skillset is important, however, 
varies by participants. The special education advocates and the families they serve 
indicate that special education advocates must have a solid understanding of special 
education laws and procedures to counter the propensity of some school districts to 
violate the due process of children during disciplinary actions and to delay or withhold 
appropriate services and placements from children who deserve and need them. 
The school administrators assert that the special education advocates who are 
knowledgeable of the regulations of the IDEA and state laws will ground their requests 
on the provisions of the rules, rather than emotion. One example the school 
administrators used consistently is the way special education advocates with different 
educational backgrounds approach the placement recommendations for special education 
students, based on the depth of their understanding of the legal requirement that public 
schools provide special education services to students with disabilities in the "least 
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restrictive environment." These laws identify the general education classroom ultimately 
as the least restrictive environment for all students. The school administrators contend 
that the special education advocates who do not know or do not grasp this legal mandate 
are usually eager to request private placements for students. Placement into private 
special education day schools is considered a more restrictive environment because it 
pulls the special education students away from their peers in the regular education setting. 
The school administrators caution that based on their collective experience, a handful of 
special education advocates who are knowledgeable about the laws and procedures use 
that knowledge to manipulate the process and make excessive demands of schools, 
resulting in children being placed in more restrictive environments or receiving services 
they do not need. 
The representatives of advocacy representatives view the technical knowledge of 
special education laws and procedures as a natural prerequisite in their quest to 
professionalize the practice of special education advocacy. They also believe that an 
accurate interpretation of the requirements of federal and state regulations serves the best 
interests of children by keeping the requests of families grounded in reality and by 
holding schools accountable based on standards set by law. 
b) Relationship Building Skills 
Participants across all four categories of stakeholders identified relationship 
building skill as an essential quality that special education advocates should possess to be 
helpful to families. While all the participants agreed that special education advocates 
should make relationship building a key priority in their work, they have divergent views 
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relating to the target of the advocates’ relationship building effort and its purpose. The 
school administrators spoke of relationship building skills that would enable the special 
education advocates to serve as allies who help to restore the parents’ trust in their 
children’s schools. The public school administrators were particularly interested in 
working with special education advocates whom they perceived as collaborative. They 
spoke highly of special education advocates who displayed an understanding of the dual 
mandate that public schools have to meet the specific needs of students with disabilities 
and to allocate adequate resources to provide the highest quality education to students in 
the general education setting while simultaneously navigating a landscape characterized 
by limited resources that are likely to fluctuate based on the status of the economy or 
federal priorities. It is noteworthy that three out of the five school administrators who 
participated in the study stated explicitly that they welcomed special education advocates 
who hold them accountable for following the requirements of the law. They further 
clarified that they were not confounding collaboration with agreement with the schools at 
all times. 
The advocacy organization representatives, on the other hand, defined as 
relationship building skills those core competencies that enable special education 
advocates to build trusting relationships with the families they represent. Whether or not 
the schools trusted the special education advocates or vice versa, was less critical to the 
advocacy organization representatives. They added that special education advocates 
should leverage their relationship building skills to work collaboratively with schools to 
benefit the children they represent and their families.     
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One theme that relates to relationship building and that reverberated with the 
families but did not emerge from the interviews with the other three categories of 
participants was the parents’ conviction that it was important to them that the special 
education advocates who work with their children had a general understanding of their 
specific disabilities. The parent participants asserted that relationally, they have 
connected experientially better or felt they would connect more deeply with special 
education advocates who shared their “lived experience” raising children with similar 
disabilities or at the very least showed an understanding of the peculiarities of their 
children’s disabilities. It was somewhat surprising that neither the school administrators, 
the representatives of advocacy organizations nor the special education advocates 
identified a general knowledge of specific disabilities as a potential point of relational 
connection between parents and advocates. 
c) Communication Skills 
All four categories of participants reported that communication skills are crucial 
competencies that special education advocates should have. They contend that advocates 
should be able to communicate with clarity and cogency, both verbally and in writing. 
They reported that special education advocates should be able to translate for parents the 
educational and legal jargons that professionals use during IEP meetings so that parents 
can understand. Another aspect of communication that participants across all four 
categories of stakeholders mentioned was the ability for special education advocates to 
convey meaningfully and convincingly the legitimate concerns and internal emotions of 
parents to schools in ways that will elicit empathy and understanding, rather than mere 
	 186 
sympathy.  This aspect of communication was particularly meaningful to the school 
administrators.  Their description of the communication capabilities that make special 
education advocates helpful focused primarily on the verbal skills that make it possible 
for special education advocates to convey the desires of the families and the viewpoints 
of the schools.  The school administrators also viewed listening as a critical component of 
the communication skills that make it possible for special education advocates to 
understand the perspectives of schools and families and enables them to serve as bridges 
of understanding.  The representatives of advocacy organizations, on the other hand, 
offered a more comprehensive view of the communication skills they identified as 
helpful.  They contend that special education advocates must not only have excellent 
verbal communication skills and the ability to listen well, they must also be proficient in 
communicating their thoughts in writing to keep schools accountable.  Participants across 
the other three categories of stakeholders also identify the ability to listen with a desire to 
understand as a key communication skill of special education advocates who effect 
positive outcomes for families and children.  
d) Familiarity with Available Resources to Support Families 
 The participants reported that it was important for special education advocates to 
be familiar with the resources available within and outside of their community so they 
may serve as a resource to families and schools in an era in which schools have limited 
internal resources. The participants reported that by resources, they are not referring to 
sources of funding only. They argue that special education advocates who have broad 
knowledge of specific disabilities can serve as an essential source of information relating 
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to resources that parents and schools can use to support their children. For instance, one 
parent shared that her advocate was instrumental in connecting her child’s teacher to 
Landmark School Outreach, a leading provider of professional development on 
differentiating mathematics instruction for children with disabilities. The teacher attended 
training on delivering effective math instruction to children diagnosed with dyscalculia. 
All the participants shared that advocates who are helpful do not only sit in IEP meetings 
or interface with schools.  They also advise parents and schools. These special education 
advocates are what several participants referred to as “full-service advocates.” They often 
network with other providers to keep updated on resources that are available within and 
outside the districts where they work. 
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SIGNIFICANCE OF THE FINDINGS 
 
The findings from the study support the prevailing view from the research literature 
indicating parents often face numerous barriers to advocacy at the school level (Burke & 
Goldman, 2017). The study shows that special education advocates mitigate the 
following barriers to parental advocacy that emerged from a meta-study conducted by 
Burke and Goldman: 
1. Lack of knowledge (Turnbull & Turnbull, 2003) 
2. Feelings of intimidation (Fish, 2008) 
3. Difficulty understanding education related jargon (Park & Turnbull, 2001) 
4. Power differential between schools and parents (Leiter & Krauss, 2004) 
5. Parents feeling that they lack the legitimacy of an expert (Kalayanpur, Harry, & 
Skrtic, 2000) 
In addition to describing the experience and role of the special education 
advocates and the many ways they mitigate the barriers to parental advocacy, this study 
also fills some of the gaps that exist in the research literature relating to the ways special 
education advocates support families (Burke & Goldman, 2017).  The research to date 
has focused on specific types of parental advocacy (Trainor, 2010), the barriers to 
parental advocacy (Fish, 2008) and the training of special education advocates (Burke, 
2013; Action for Advocacy, 2008). One study investigated the experiences of special 
education advocates (Burke & Goldman, 2017). This study focused on the work that 
special education advocates do with parents, outside of the school-based Individual 
Education Program (IEP) meetings. 
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The participants across all four groups of stakeholders reflected about their 
experiences with special education advocates primarily in the context of IEP meetings 
that take place at the school level. Consequently, one byproduct of these interviews is an 
open window into the IEP meetings when they are attended by special education 
advocates, their immediate impact on the dynamics of these meetings, and their 
outcomes. The findings of this study show that the involvement of special education 
advocates influences in real-time the dynamics and end-results of school-based IEP 
meetings. They reveal that 1) Advocates serve as the voices of families in IEP meetings; 
2) Advocates affect positively the emotional well-being of parents during IEP meeting; 3) 
Meetings are objectively and qualitatively different when advocates are present. 
Special Education Advocates Serve as the Voices of Parents 
 Participants across all four categories of stakeholders reported that they viewed 
special education advocates as the voice of parents during the school-based meetings to 
develop the individual education programs (IEP) of children. Although they all agreed 
that special education advocates spoke for parents, their perception, and experiences of 
the phenomenon varied. Participants across three out of the four categories of 
stakeholders interpreted the practice of special education advocates speaking on behalf of 
parents during school-based meetings as supportive. According to these stakeholders, the 
special educators in speaking for families serve as translators of meaning and bridge the 
power gap that typically exists between and schools. The special education advocates, the 
parents and the advocacy organization representatives view the act of speaking for 
families as inherently empowering. All the participants agreed that there are times when 
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parents are either too overwhelmed, or they do not have adequate knowledge of special 
education to advocate effectively for their children. In these instances, when speaking on 
behalf of families during the IEP meetings, the special education advocates "become" the 
voices of families who are often too stressed out or too intimidated to speak efficiently 
for themselves or their children. 
Even parents who expressed a preference for self-advocacy during IEP meetings 
indicated that they often asked their special education advocates to speak for them when 
their emotional states made it difficult to articulate their thoughts cogently and calmly.  In 
these instances, the special education advocates served as a source of objectivity and 
clarity. According to the parent participants, when their special education advocates 
speak for them during IEP meetings, they provide moral support, validate their clients 
and coach them through their modeling.  Parents’ eagerness to have their special 
education advocates speak for them during IEP meeting was predicated upon the 
advocate’s willingness to respect the wishes of parents by refraining from taking over a 
meeting without their permission.   
The public school administrators observed a slightly different dynamic between 
some parents and their advocates during IEP meetings. They shared their observation that 
families with low social capital, low income or low educational levels and those who are 
under the supervision of the department of children and families (DCF) relied more 
heavily on their special education advocates for direct advocacy and tended to be less 
questioning of the course of action their advocates recommended during the IEP 
meetings. Additionally, these administrators interpreted the eagerness of some advocates 
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to speak for the families they represent as disempowering. Two of the four administrator 
participants independently used the term “hijacking” to describe their perception of the 
relational dynamics that motivated some special education advocates to “take away the 
voice” of some families, as one administrator described the pattern. Interestingly, despite 
this complaint by the public school administrators that the advocates stifle the voices of 
parents during IEP meetings, the parents reported that they observed a peculiar pattern. 
The parent participants said that during IEP meetings in which their advocates are 
present, they observed a propensity of school personnel to direct questions to their special 
education advocates and to elicit their input before addressing the parents. Based on the 
feedback of these families, it appears that schools are reinforcing the very behavior they 
decry by engaging mainly with the special education advocates during IEP meetings. 
Advocates Affect Positively the Emotional Well-Being of Parents During IEP 
Meetings 
All the participants agreed that the special education advocates generally had a 
positive impact on the emotional state of parents during IEP meetings. The school 
administrators reported their observation that when parents are angry or frustrated with a 
school, they were more likely to defer to their special education advocates to let them 
“become their voice,” rather than using the meeting to vent their anger and frustration 
personally. Irrespective of their background, training, and personality, the parents spoke 
primarily of the positive psychological and emotional impacts that their special education 
advocates had on them during their children’s IEP meetings. When asked to describe how 
their special education advocates affected them and their children’s IEP meetings, the 
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parents used phrases such as “they (advocates) kept us calm” – “They helped us to 
maintain objectivity and clarity.” The theme of helping parents to maintain objectivity 
and clarity also emerged from the interviews with the special education advocates. 
Although they can become channels of parental frustration and anger, when necessary, 
advocates also saw themselves as anchors for parents during and outside of the IEP 
meetings. The representatives of advocacy organizations spoke of their emphasis on 
collaboration with schools and the role of the advocates as a calming influence on parents 
during IEP meetings.  
Another outcome parents look for in their special education advocates is an 
improvement in the odds that their children will receive the services, placements, and 
resources to which they are legally entitled. For many of these parents, their special 
education advocate was at different times, personal counselor, confidant, sounding board, 
spokesperson, and defender. In addition to securing services for their children and serving 
as a support system that according to some families kept them sane and grounded, the 
special education advocates played a significant role in helping families to navigate the 
special education bureaucracy. When asked to describe their experiences with special 
education advocates and some common characteristics they observed amongst them, 
parents focused primarily on the psychological impact their special education advocates 
had on their emotional wellbeing. 
Meetings are Objectively and Qualitatively Different When Advocates are Present 
The primary context within which special education advocates help parents is 
during the initial meetings to discuss and to develop the individual education program 
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(IEP) for the children they represent. Special education advocates are also typically 
involved when schools find some students ineligible to receive special education services, 
or when they deny them the placements that parents seek. Special education advocates 
may also become involved at any point during the process, usually if there is a need for 
the school-based team to meet again to increase services or change a child’s placement. 
In addition to the initial eligibility meeting, IEP meetings are held once per year to review 
the child’s progress and achievement of previously set goals.    
The participants across all four categories of stakeholders agreed that the 
dynamics and outcomes of these school-based meetings are different when advocates are 
present. The school administrators admitted that they are more likely to meet deadlines, 
follow due process requirements and share documents when they know an advocate will 
be attending the IEP meeting. The participants also said that school personnel realize they 
are more likely to be held accountable for not following required procedures when an 
advocate is involved in a case. With the risk of costly and time-consuming mediation a 
reality, all the participants admitted that schools are more likely to provide services or 
placements that parents request when special education advocates are involved.  
The stakeholders also agreed that the frequency and breadth of parental input 
increase significantly when advocates attend the IEP meetings. The parents who 
participated in the study reported that school personnel often monopolized the 
conversations when they attend IEP meetings without any representation. The parents 
added that at times they feel that some school staff are patronizing and dismissive of 
them when they participate in IEP meetings without a special education advocate. 
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While participants in three of the four groups ascribe positive descriptors to the 
ways they perceive that the IEP meetings attended by special education advocates are 
different, the school administrators presented a more nuanced view of these meetings. 
The administrators reported that based on their experience, some meetings attended by 
advocates can be productive and collaborative while others can be hostile and 
nonproductive. The administrators said that the dynamics of the meetings is contingent of 
the personality, background, and approach of the special education advocate. 
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CHAPTER IX 
DISCUSSION 
Describing the work and experiences of special education advocates along with 
the qualities that make them helpful to families is complex. The process of educating and 
bringing up children with disabilities is wrought with emotions, confusion, and stress 
(Mueller & Buckley, 2014). The educational placement and services of children with 
emotional and behavioral disabilities require the collaboration of stakeholders who may 
at times share differing perspectives, values, and priorities (Fish, 2008; Murray, 2005). 
Often, parents, schools and other auxiliary professionals have contrasting opinions 
relating to what represents the “best interest” of children (Lake & Billingsley, 2000).  The 
personal experiences and professional role of each group of stakeholder frame their 
priorities and the decisions they make about services and placement of children with 
disabilities (Lake & Billingsley, 2000). I noted similar patterns when I interviewed the 
participants in the study. There were some areas in which the perceptions of the 
participants across the groups conflicted. Even as they used similar descriptors when 
speaking about their perceptions of the role of the special education advocates, their 
approaches to advocacy and the qualities that make them helpful to families, each 
category of participants poured their own significations into the terms they used.  This 
chapter delves into the research literature to calibrate the meanings from the themes that 
were common threads amongst the participants across all four categories of stakeholders.  
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Discrepant Beliefs About the Implications of the Low Barrier to Entry into the 
Profession 
While the participants across the four categories of stakeholders agreed that 
special education advocates share a wide range of personal, professional and educational 
backgrounds, there were discrepant beliefs regarding the implications of that reality. 
According to all the participants, the scope of an advocate’s qualifications does have a 
real impact on the advocacy process. Whether the effect is negative or positive is 
dependent upon the role and position of the participant and whether they perceive the 
barrier to entry into special education advocacy as too low. The body of research into 
special education advocacy, albeit thin, does support the notion that the barrier to entry 
into the profession is indeed low (Wheeler & Marshall, 2008). The absence of set criteria 
for the conduct of special education advocates when they attend IEP meetings at schools 
has also been shown to result in increased anxiety, reduced trust and increased probability 
of conflict during school-based meetings (Burke, 2013). The public school administrators 
identified the inconsistency and unpredictability in the approaches, practices, and 
mindsets of the special education advocates as the main challenges that they face.  
Lake and Billingsley (2000) identified eight factors that escalate and de-escalate 
conflicts between parents and schools: "Discrepant views of a child or a child's needs, 
knowledge, service delivery constraints, valuation, reciprocal power, communication, and 
trust." (p. 244). From the perspective of the public school administrators, each of the 
factors listed by Lake and Billingsley is negatively impacted by the inconsistency and 
unpredictability in practice, conduct and ethos reflected by special education advocates. 
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There is a dichotomy in the way the representatives of advocacy organization 
representatives view the considerable range of backgrounds of special education 
advocates and the low barrier to entry into the trade. On the one hand, the advocacy 
organization representatives see the special education advocates' "lived experience" as 
parents of children with disabilities as an asset.  All three executives believe that such 
"lived experience" enable the advocates to connect with families at a deeper level and to 
empathize with them. Those views of the advocacy organization representatives align 
with findings in the research literature. In a study involving Canadian administration, the 
parents of children with disabilities and special education advocates, Zaretsky (2004) 
concluded that special education advocates who are parents of children with disabilities 
showed a higher level of understanding and empathy toward families.  The advocacy 
organization representatives were, however, highly skeptical of parents who serve as 
special education advocates without having undergone formal training. Like the public 
school administrators, the advocacy organization representatives view such advocates as 
potential liabilities in the IEP development process.  Since there has not been any 
research investigating the practice of special education advocacy to date (Burke & 
Goldman, 2017), it is difficult to ascertain the validity of the claims the public school 
administrators and the executives of advocacy organizations make about parents who 
work as special education advocates without formal academic preparation or professional 
development.  The uncertainty mentioned above notwithstanding, Turnbull & Turnbull 
(2003) found that special education advocates who have undergone formal academic 
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preparation or professional development compensate for the knowledge that families 
often lack 
Special Education Advocates Serve as the Voices of Families 
The participants across all four categories of stakeholders agreed that special 
education advocates often serve as the voice of the families they represent, although their 
perceptions of the effect of such a practice vary. The interpretation of the practice of the 
special education advocates speaking on behalf of families "becoming their voice," is 
validated by some studies. For example, two separate studies found that parents often 
experienced emotional stress and had difficulties advocating for their children to receive 
additional resources and services during IEP meetings (Trainor, 2010; Wang et al., 2004).  
Leiter and Krauss (2004) found there was enough of a power differential between parents 
and schools to make parental advocacy without external support stressful and 
overwhelming to parents. In fact, the authors found that teachers and school 
administrators spoke four times more often than parents who self-advocate during IEP 
meetings (Leiter & Krauss, 2004). 
Three out of four categories of participants interpret the special education 
advocates’ tendency to speak for some families during school-based meetings as a form 
of empowerment, whereas the school administrators perceive the practice as 
disempowering to families.  Despite the dearth of research investigating the process of 
advocacy in special education by professional advocates, there is evidence in the 
literature to validate the advocacy organization representatives' belief that special 
education advocates empower families during school meetings, even as they speak for 
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parents. Several researchers found that the use of special education advocates mitigate 
many of the barriers to parent advocacy that exist at the school level (Fish, 2008; Leiter 
& Krauss, 2004; Zaretsky, 2004; Burke & Goldman, 2017.)  Fish (2008) found that 
families who are represented by special education advocates tend to feel less intimidated 
when they interact with school personnel during IEP meetings.  Lastly, Leiter and Krauss 
(2004) discovered that special education advocates often bridge the power gap that exists 
between schools and parents during IEP meetings. 
An analysis of the interview transcripts showed a range of relational dynamics 
between parents and their special education advocates during IEP meetings. This range 
notwithstanding, there were some nuanced variations in the reaction that different types 
of families had in response to the tendency of some special education advocates to speak 
for them and to control the decisions that families made regarding the services or 
placements of their children. The themes that emerged from my analysis of the transcripts 
reflect prior research findings that parents who have low levels of parental self-efficacy 
are more likely to delegate the decision-making authority to their advocates (Hoover-
Dempsey & Sandler, 1997).  The school administrators who participated in the study 
mentioned that they observed this pattern of surrendering decision making to the special 
education advocates from the parents whom the Department of  Children and Families 
oversaw their cases. 
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Advocates Affect Positively the Emotional Well-Being of Parents During Meetings 
Raising a child with a disability often exerts significant stress on the family 
system (Robertson, 2012).  For example, a study investigating the advocacy experiences 
of the families of children with disabilities reported that "parental self-advocacy is 
emotionally draining" (Cunconan, Lahr & Brotherson, 1996, p. 356). A more recent study 
found that families' lack of support and their oppositional relationships with their 
children's schools represent a source of significant mental stress for families and is often 
the main reason that drives many of them to seek outside help (Duchnowski, 2011). For 
those families who engage in self-advocacy on behalf of their children, their overall 
quality of life is often affected negatively (Wang, 2004).  As a result, many families of 
children with disabilities either hire special education advocates directly to represent 
them or reach out to state agencies for support through the filing of a "Child Requiring 
Assistance." The common threads amongst these families, irrespective of socio-economic 
background are that they are looking for relief, direction and support (Burke, 2012).  
The themes that emerged from the study support the proposition that the 
involvement of special education advocates during the school meetings mitigates parental 
emotional stress and bring immediate relief in four ways. First, special education 
advocates relieve parents of the need to advocate personally for their children during 
school meetings, if they are too overwhelmed or stressed to do so. They can sit back and 
let their advocate “become their voice.” For example, the parents commented on the 
demeanor of the public school personnel toward them during IEP meetings when they 
became emotional as they engaged in advocacy on behalf of their children. The parents 
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felt that the teachers and administrators patronized them at the times when they felt the 
most vulnerable. The parent participants shared that the school staff often focused on the 
parents’ emotional responses rather than on the facts and information that should guide 
the discussions about the needs of their children. The parents also reported that the 
patronizing attitude and remarks from the school staff frustrated them, aroused their 
anger and often resulted in ingrained bitterness against the schools.  One of the ways 
parents reported that their special education advocates kept them calm was to take over as 
the primary spokesperson whenever the parents’ emotions were running high. In these 
instances, even families who preferred to speak for themselves during meetings chose to 
have their special education advocates speak on their behalf. Often, the switch is part of a 
planned coping mechanism some parents strategize with their special education advocates 
ahead of time to prevent their emotional responses from taking the focus away from the 
needs of their children. 
The second way advocates impact the emotional state of families positively is by 
keeping their expectations grounded in facts, rather than perceptions. Parents reported 
that their special education advocates kept them objective. All the participants agreed that 
the special education advocates who are helpful to families coach them to grapple with 
the intersection of the limited resources that school districts face and the requirement of 
federal laws that schools educate the children with disabilities in the least restrictive 
environment. Consistent with the findings of Kutash, Duchnowski, Green, and Farrow 
(2013), the parents I interviewed reported that they often experienced significant mental 
strains that left them frustrated, distraught and on the brink of angry outbursts during 
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their meetings with their children's school teams. Their frustration and anger were 
grounded in their perception that their children’s schools were acting in bad faith by 
denying them the placements or services they deserved, in misguided attempts to save 
money. Parents often face school administrators who are themselves frustrated by the 
collision of "dwindling district revenues and the increasing costs of implementing 
programs and related services under IDEA" (Murry, 2005, p. 414). The emotional weight 
of raising a child with an emotional and behavioral disability becomes debilitating when 
parents face a public school special education system that seems at times complex, 
adversarial and unfriendly to parents (Kutash et al., 2013).   
Information gleaned from the parent participants reflect the findings in the 
research literature that special education advocates played an essential role in alleviating 
the anxiety and stress they would typically experience when interfacing with public 
schools (Kutash et al., 2013).  The tension stems from the conflicting mandates that 
schools have to provide costly individualized education to children diagnosed with 
disabilities and to improve the academic achievement of all students on a year to year 
basis while facing dwindling financial resources (Kutash et al., 2013). 
 A surprising finding from the research study is the extent to which the special 
education advocates participants prioritized their role in providing emotional support to 
families rather than the appropriate placement and services for children or protecting 
them against unwarranted disciplinary actions at school.  The propensity of special 
education advocate participants to prioritize the emotional support of families overlooks 
the findings from the research literature on school-based advocacy showing that parents 
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typically employ the services of special education advocates to obtain the desired services 
or placements these families were not able to secure on their own during their interactions 
with their children's schools (Lake & Billingsley, 2000).  Wang, Mannon and Poston 
(2004) found that “typically, the major focus of advocacy outcomes is on the extent to 
which services and support for individuals with disabilities improve.” (p. 3).  
Although frustration is often the proximate cause that drives parents to seek the 
help of special education advocates, the primary reason is always a desire to secure for 
their children the maximum level of services and support they need to succeed at school 
(Lake & Billingsley, 2000).  Although the emphasis that the special education advocate 
study participants placed on prioritizing the emotional well-being of families is indeed 
surprising, it is not entirely out of sync with previous studies. These studies indicate that 
family quality of life has been an essential factor that local educational agencies claim to 
consider when they plan the educational outcomes of children with disabilities (Bailey et 
al., 1998; Dunst & Bruder, 2002; Turnbull & Turnbull, 2002.) 
Meetings Are Objectively and Qualitatively Different When Advocates Attend 
A review of the literature on the factors that impede parental advocacy highlights 
four roadblocks to parental advocacy that have led families to enlist the help of special 
education advocates. Turnbull and Turnbull (2003) identified "lack of knowledge" as one 
factor that impacts the self-efficacy of some families negatively, leading them to enlist 
outside help.  Fish (2008) points to the feelings of intimidation that some families 
experience when they attend their children’s IEP meetings alone.  Park and Turnball 
(2001) highlight parents’ difficulty in understanding the educational jargon that teachers 
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and school administrators use during IEP meetings, which often exacerbates the feelings 
of intimidation and lack of knowledge that many families experience when they attend 
their children’s IEP meetings. All these factors contribute to an apparent power 
differential between families and schools (Leiter & Krauss, 2004).  Parents often 
experience difficulties participating in IEP meetings, communication challenges and a 
lack of opportunities to provide input (Tucker & Schwartz, 2013; Zeiten & Curcic, 2014).  
Valle (2009) found that parents experienced feelings of alienation in the IEP planning 
process and meeting. The power imbalance and the sense of inadequacy that parents 
experience often become the primary drivers that lead many of them to seek 
representation by special education advocates (Kalyanpur, Harry & Skrtic, 2000).  The 
reasons why school-based meetings are different when special education advocates attend 
them are linked to specific internal dynamics that the school administrators identified and 
to the barriers to advocacy identified in the above-listed studies.  
The school administrators agreed that IEP meetings that special education 
advocates attend are different in two principal ways. First, the awareness of the 
prospective participation of special education advocates in IEP meetings often results in 
more timely delivery of school assessment and evaluation reports to parents.  This timely 
delivery impacts the level of preparedness of many parents directly, as they have time to 
review the school reports and use the information during their children’s IEP meetings. 
Second, in addition to being better prepared, school personnel were more deferential to 
parents, shared more detailed information, listened more and more receptive to the 
insights and recommendations of families during these IEP meetings.  
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Families reported that their special education advocates assuaged their feelings of 
intimidation during school-based meetings keeping them calm and enabling meeting 
atmospheres that are solution oriented (Fish, 2008). Parents acknowledged their lack of 
expertise, and they reported that their special education advocates brought a certain level 
of legitimacy with them. The research has shown that the perceived legitimacy, especially 
from the perception of the families, that their special education advocates bring to IEP 
meetings help to mitigate the power differential that exists between their children's 
schools and them (Leiter & Krauss, 2004).  Lastly, the parents felt that their special 
education advocates reduced their "lack of knowledge" and the resulting deficiency in 
their self-efficacy as "they served as our coaches." Turnbull (2010) found that the 
coaching that parents receive from their advocates enhances their self-efficacy, which in 
turn increases their participation in their children’s IEP meeting.  This self-efficacy and 
the assertiveness that it produces are significant because Leister and Krauss (2004) found 
that teachers and school administrators spoke four times more often than parents who 
self-advocate during IEP meetings.  Martin (2006) concluded that parents speak 
significantly less frequently than special education teachers during IEP meetings.  
Differing Perceptions of what Motivates Stakeholders Create Tensions During 
Meetings  
 The parent participants confirmed what Wang (2004) found: "They were tired of 
having to ‘fight' for what they perceived the school system was responsible for providing 
to them." Wang and her team added that parental self-advocacy is "difficult, exhausting 
and unfavorable for families" (p. 14).  The school administrators on the other end 
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reported that they have to balance the needs of the many regular education students with 
the requirement to provide costly services to a few students on individualized education 
programs. Lake and Billingsley (2000) found that families experienced a similar dynamic 
during IEP meetings for their children. Emotions such as anger and anxiety often flooded 
families when they perceived that the schools were more concerned about their financial 
bottom lines rather than letting the best interests of their children drive the decisions they 
make (Lake & Billingsley, 2000). 
The perceptions of special education advocates of their role and the approaches 
they use in their advocacy work reflect the ethos that underpins the impact they seek to 
have. All the special education advocates who participated in the study saw themselves as 
professionals who support families and stand in the gap on behalf of children. These 
perceptions may stem from the fact that many special education advocates came to the 
profession as the parents of children with disabilities. Many of them endured negative 
experiences while navigating the school system to secure adequate special education 
services for their children and to protect them against what they viewed as unfair 
disciplinary actions for infractions that are directly related to their children’s areas of 
disability (Wang, et al., 2004). Impacted by their personal experiences, these special 
education advocates saw themselves as anchors who empower families, speak on their 
behalf and provide them with perspective and objectivity when necessary. 
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CHAPTER X 
PERSONAL REFLECTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
My interest in the topic stems from my professional engagement with special 
education advocates and children with emotional and behavioral disabilities as the 
founding principal of the Stone Therapeutic Day school in Fall River, Massachusetts. As 
a principal who interacted with special education advocates almost daily, I found some of 
them very helpful. I found others detracted from the mission of contributing to the 
academic progress and emotional well-being of the students we served. The principals 
who participated in the research reported experiencing similar dynamics, as I did when I 
was the principal of the Stone Therapeutic Day school.  Walter, an inner-city school 
principal, who participated in the study described an experience that he felt had a positive 
educational outcome for a student at his school involving a special education advocate he 
viewed as helpful: 
The past week we had a parent that came in. She had two advocates. Both 
advocates listened to the district’s side of things, the school’s side of things, to the 
teacher’s side of things, and then relayed that to the parent. So the advocate was 
very helpful in being able to mitigate any issues and able to help the mom feel 
more assured that we were going to do what was best for her son. We were able to 
get services. That is where an advocate turned a bad situation into a good one.  
Principal Walter perceived the particular special education advocate mentioned 
above as helpful and facilitating interactions between the parent and the school that 
resulted in the procurement of adequate and appropriate services for the child. Maryellen, 
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another principal who participated in the study, on the other hand, had an encounter with 
a special education advocate that resulted in a loss of services for a student and confusion 
for the family. This experience led her to view the special education advocate with whom 
she interacted as unhelpful. She described the encounter with the special education 
advocate as “the worst-case scenario” and summarized the resulting impact on the family: 
“What winds up happening is that mom is so confused, she just refuses to sign the IEP. 
So now he's been without an IEP for a while.”  
Joyce, a principal of an inner-city alternative high school for students with 
emotional and behavioral disabilities, had an experience similar to Maryellen's.  She met 
with an advocate whose involvement in the case was in Joyce’s view counterproductive, 
was very costly for the school district, was damaging to the family and resulted in the 
withholding of appropriate special education services for the student for three years. In 
this particular case, as Joyce mentioned “The child ended up not receiving any services as 
a result of it for almost 3 years. When it went to hearing, the mom did not win. Mom was 
uneducated. Didn't understand the system. And she just agreed to everything the advocate 
said and really discounted the school's advice.”  
I have included the above-listed examples to illustrate an experience that appears 
familiar to many school principals, as they work with special education advocates. 
Throughout my years as a school principal, I had an increasing number of encounters 
with special education advocates who exhibited what I thought was varying degrees of 
effectiveness. I also spoke with many principal colleagues, before engaging in this 
research, who offered different hypotheses relating to the characteristics that each 
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category of special education advocates possessed that made them helpful or unhelpful to 
families and schools. The frequency of these encounters, along with the mixed results 
that other public school administrators colleagues have experienced with advocates, 
gradually led to my interest in investigating the characteristics that differentiated both 
categories of special education advocates. 
My many encounters with the parents of children and adolescents with emotional 
and behavioral disabilities over the years have also influenced me greatly to pursue this 
study. Many of the parents of the students in the public day school of which I was the 
founding principal often spoke passionately about the joys and challenges that come with 
raising a child with an emotional and behavioral disability. Although they had to deal 
with the stigma that is at times attached to a child "who acted out" and they often have 
difficult interactions with their children’s schools, most of these parents appreciated and 
were grateful for the many strengths and qualities that their children possessed. One 
parent from my school put it eloquently when she said: "Having a child with a disability 
is something I would not wish on anybody, and is also an experience I would not trade 
for anything.”  
The parents who participated in the study expressed similar sentiments like the 
ones at my school. One study participant, Kim, when she was describing her two children 
who are both diagnosed with ADHD and severe Anxiety/ADHD respectively, did not 
dwell on the challenges of raising two children who struggle in school and often in 
public. Instead, she spoke of their intelligence, along with the compassion and empathy 
that her children show to others because of their disability: 
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They’re amazingly smart. They come up with connections and links to things that 
I wouldn’t even see. They’re amazingly soft, my daughter is amazingly 
compassionate, empathetic, and she really believes in certain values. She has very 
strong ideals and will fight for them. She’s quite an activist, and she’s fighting 
already for what she believes in.  
The many interactions I had with parents, along with the love that I have felt for 
the students in my school and the compassion that I had developed for their families, 
heightened my interest in the topic.  I realized that special education advocates had a real 
impact on the lives of real children.  They played a crucial role in shaping the future of 
the students to whom I had dedicated a significant part of my time, talent and emotional 
energy.  Consequently, far from being an academic exercise undertaken to complete the 
requirements for a graduate degree, this study represents to me much more than a generic 
contribution to the academic field of special education.  
In addition to providing specific recommendations that I hope will contribute 
meaningfully to the practice of special education advocacy, I will address pertinent 
questions related to special education advocacy, such as: What constitutes good outcomes 
from IEP meetings from the roles of special education advocates? What characterizes a 
useful IEP meeting? Should the special education advocate be helping the school, in 
addition to supporting the families?  What specific steps should advocates include in their 
due diligence work while preparing to represent students in IEP meetings? 
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What Constitute Positive Outcomes from the Roles of Special Education Advocates? 
One of the critical questions that surfaced as a byproduct of this study relates to 
the criteria for distinguishing between good and bad outcomes from the involvement of 
special education advocates in IEP meetings. The Individuals with Disability Education 
Act (IDEA) sets the standards for the outcomes that schools must seek when working 
with disabled students. The Individualized Education Program (IEP) becomes the 
primary blueprint that defines the disability, present level of educational performance, 
education and socio-emotional goals, services, and placements of children with 
disabilities (IDEA, 2004). 
Special education advocates typically intervene on behalf of students with 
disabilities to ensure that: 1) Schools follow due process procedures when disciplining 
students with disabilities; 2) Students receive appropriate services and placements (Fish, 
2008). The determination of the outcomes that are good for students with disabilities 
must be grounded both of the provisions of federal and state laws, such as the IDEA and 
chapter 603 CMR 28.000, regulating the delivery of special education services for 
children with disabilities, and educational practices that are empirically validated in the 
research literature. 
 A fundamental prerequisite to achieving positive outcomes for children is a 
willingness for special education advocates to be “child-focused,” rather than “parent-
focused.” One essential quality that I observed in the special education advocates who 
had formal preparation in advocacy or prior experience in special education is a 
willingness to prioritize the needs of children over the demands of parents.  These helpful 
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advocates also ground their recommendations on the requirements of the law and 
empirically validated educational practices.  
Special education advocates who aim to be helpful to families and children often 
achieve the following positive outcomes for children as a result of their involvement in 
Individualized Education Program (IEP) meetings: 1) the children are placed in the least 
restrictive environment; 2) the relationship between parents and schools is strengthened. 
Positive Outcome 1 - Placement in the Least Restrictive Environment 
  The first positive outcome from the involvement of special education advocates 
should be that children are placed in the least restrictive environment. The main body of 
laws that regulates the planning and delivery of education for students with disabilities 
provides that children with disabilities should be educated with their peers in the regular 
education setting to the greatest extent possible. According to the stipulations of the 
IDEA, 2011: 
“Each public agency must ensure that— 
(i) To the maximum extent appropriate, children with disabilities, including children in 
public or private institutions or other care facilities, are educated with children who are 
nondisabled; and 
(ii) Special classes, separate schooling, or other removal of children with disabilities from 
the regular educational environment occurs only if the nature or severity of the disability 
is such that education in regular classes with the use of supplementary aids and services 
cannot be achieved satisfactorily.  [§300.114(a]” 
 Placement in the least restrictive environment is the best outcome not only 
because federal regulations require it. The benefits of having students with disabilities 
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spend as much time as appropriate learning with their peers in the regular education 
setting are well documented in the research literature.  The following long-term outcomes 
have been correlated and associated with inclusion of special needs students in general 
education classrooms to the greatest extent possible: Academic achievement, social 
engagement, and improved behavior (Feldman, Carter, Asmus, & Brock, 2015; Ruppar, 
Allcock, & Gonsier-Gerdin, in press). When schools provide adequate academic and 
socio-emotional support to students with disabilities in the general education setting, they 
achieve both improved short and long-term outcomes such as achieving grade-level 
academic standards (Hunt, McDonnell, & Crockett, 2012).  Other researchers have found 
that children who operate in inclusive settings with their typically developed peers are 
more likely to acquire, maintain and generalize the skills they learn than those who learn 
in special education day schools or self-contained classrooms. (Causton-Theoharis, 
Theoharis, Orsati, & Cosier, 2011).  More recent research also documented significant 
social benefits to placing students with disabilities in inclusive settings with their regular 
education peers, rather than special day schools or self-contained classrooms 
(Morningstar, 2016). 
 Special education advocates should work collaboratively with schools to 
determine the least restrictive environment for the children they represent and the type of 
support these students will need to succeed in the general education settings. Such a 
collaborative stance would be more beneficial than pushing for schools to place students 
with disabilities in special education day schools or self-contained classrooms where they 
would interact primarily with other disabled children. Schools have two vested interests 
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to work with special education advocates and families to ensure the success of their 
students with disabilities in the regular education setting. First, federal and state 
regulations provide for regular reviews of students’ progress toward the achievement of 
their IEP goals. As a result, parents and special education advocates can readily identify 
the children who need additional services to make adequate progress and reconvene the 
teams to include such services in the updated versions of the IEPs. Second, ensuring that 
children are appropriately placed in the least restrictive environments tend to be less 
costly for school districts and more manageable for administrators. 
Positive Outcome 2 - The Relationship Between Parents and Schools is 
Strengthened. 
 One of the main reasons many parents enlist the services of special education 
advocates or go into mediation relates to the gradual deterioration of their relationships 
with their children’s schools during the IEP process (Fish, 2008; Lake, 2000; Burke, 
2017).  One positive outcome from the work of special education advocates should be an 
amelioration of the relationship between schools and families. There are to date no 
studies that analyze or measure the impact of the involvement of special education 
advocates on the relational dynamics between schools and parents post advocacy 
representation. I outline below several steps special education advocates can take to 
ensure that they leave the relationship between families and schools better post 
representation. First, special education advocates must realize that the parents they 
represent will most likely continue to interact with their children’s schools long after their 
relationships with their special education advocates end. Consequently, special education 
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advocates should strive to serve as bridge builders and translators of meaning with the 
ultimate goal to enhance the trust between families and their children’s schools.  Second, 
special education advocates should nurture their relationships with the administrators of 
the schools and districts where they work.  Thirdly, special education advocates can build 
trust between parents and schools by helping them to identify procedural or legal 
mistakes respectfully and supporting schools in remediating any errors or omissions. 
Fourthly, special education advocates can support the relationships between parents and 
schools by helping parents to manage their emotions.  For example, one parent 
participant who is the mother of a child who was diagnosed with anxiety and ADHD 
shared that her special education advocate helped her deal with the anger that she was 
feeling toward her child’s school and in a sense met her where she was.  Often as a parent 
realizes that their child has a lifelong disability, anger becomes the natural response. That 
anger is usually directed toward the school as the parent often feels that the child is not 
receiving adequate support or is not making progress fast enough. Special education 
advocates can have a calming effect on parents by aligning the support they offer with the 
particular stage of grief the parent is experiencing at any given moment and their level of 
readiness to receive specific help.   Lastly, special education advocates can contribute to 
the improvement of the relationships between families and schools by modeling for 
parents the process of advocating assertively on behalf of their children while remaining 
calm, collaborative and respectful. 
 Schools also bear a responsibility to repair and preserve their relationships with 
families by working cooperatively with special education advocates. One of the 
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principals who participated in the study stated that she successfully built meaningful 
relationships with many of the special education advocates who represent students at her 
school by involving these advocates in the discussions and decision-making process 
early. These special education advocates, in turn, worked to build the parents’ confidence 
in the school.  
What Characterizes a Useful IEP Meeting? 
My interviews with the parents of children with emotional and behavioral 
disabilities and their special education advocates support the proposition that IEP 
meetings that are useful share the following characteristics: 1) The structure and process 
of useful IEP meetings encourage parents to participate fully; 2) The meetings are 
focused on the needs of the students; 3) The discussions are informed by the results of 
evaluations and the review of school records; 4) They incorporate fully the input of 
parents and teachers; 5) They result in IEPs that include measurable information such as 
the student’s: current performance, annual goals, special education and related services, 
level of participation with nondisabled peers, frequency and location of IEP services and 
how progress toward each goal will be measured.  
Although federal regulations such as the IDEA require school personnel to 
structure their IEP meetings to ensure full parental involvement and participation, many 
of the parents I have interviewed for this research reported the IEP meeting to be an 
exercise that has proven to be less than useful. They described the typical IEP meetings 
they have attended as frustrating, unhelpful and alienating. The parent participants 
indicated that they felt that schools typically predetermine the IEP decisions and parental 
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voices are usually ignored. These feelings of many parents vis-ả-vis their children’s IEP 
meetings have long been shared in the research literature. Parents report that they feel 
intimidated in IEP meetings, causing them to minimize their contributions during these 
meetings (Fish, 2008). Other studies identify power differentials during IEPs as a factor 
leading to a significant imbalance in the participation rates of parents as compared to 
school personnel (Leiter & Krauss, 2004). Another study also confirmed that parents 
speak significantly less than special education teachers during IEP meetings (Martin et 
al., 2006).  In light of the factors listed above, schools should be intentional in structuring 
and planning their IEP meetings to ensure that families are active participants, rather than 
mere listeners.  School administrators should engage parents directly in IEP meetings so 
they can be their own voice. Although many families prefer to have their special 
education advocates speak on their behalf, schools and advocates alike should encourage 
families explicitly to articulate their dreams and goals as well as the outcomes they would 
like to achieve for their children, as a result of the IEP meetings.  
Should Special Education Advocates Meet with the Students They Represent?  
 All the participants in the study agreed that the level and type of due diligence 
work that special education advocates perform before attending IEP meetings vary 
widely.  One aspect of that due diligence work, although crucial, is also inconsistent 
across advocates. Some of the special education advocate participants reported meeting 
the students they represent as a regular practice. Others do not meet the students and do 
not see the need to do so.  
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 The lack of research on the special education advocacy does not provide adequate 
information to measure any degree of confidence the extent to which meeting with 
students is a standard practice amongst advocates. None of the special education 
advocacy studies (Sonntag, 2015; Zaretsky, 2004) discuss meeting the child as part of the 
standard advocacy process.  Special education advocates from one study mentioned the 
importance of meeting with families along with their children in the early stages of the 
advocacy process (Burke, 2016). However, these special education advocates did not 
indicate whether they meet with the children in their natural environment to observe and 
interview them as part of their due diligence work. 
 It is important for special education advocates to meet with the students they 
represent for several reasons. First, for the students who are 14 years of age and older, the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) requires that these children be 
afforded the opportunity to attend their IEP meetings and to be involved in the decision-
making process when the school-based team meets to design their IEP services. The 
special education advocate who aims to be helpful will meet with these students ahead of 
time in anticipation of their attendance in the IEP meetings. Special education advocates 
should endeavor to meet with younger children also. Trainor (2010) in a study that 
identifies the four types of advocacy amongst parents who advocate for their children 
found that special education advocates typically do not have the level of intuitive 
information that parents have. While it is unlikely that a special education advocate will 
know a child as intimately as his or her parents, meeting with the students they represent 
will provide advocates with adequate intuitive knowledge of the child that parents may 
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find difficult to convey on paper or through interviews. 
Recommendations 
An analysis of the interview responses reveal implications for all stakeholders that 
ultimately impact the quality of life of families and the education that children with 
disabilities receive in the public school special education system.  The following outlines 
a set of recommendations that, when implemented, should achieve the following: build 
the trust that must exist between schools and families, reduce the stress of families as 
they navigate the school-based special education system and improve the educational 
outcomes for children with emotional and behavioral disabilities. 
Stakeholder Recommendations 
Schools 1. Take	affirmative	steps	to	ensure	that	interaction	with	families	in	IEP	
meetings	are	grounded	in	empathy,	understanding,	compassion	
and	respect	by	ensuring	the	following:	
a. Refrain	from	blaming	families	explicitly	or	implicitly	for	the	
externalized	behaviors	of	their	children.	
b. Actively	engage	families	during	IEP	meetings	by	inviting	
them	explicitly	to	share	their	visions	and	goals	for	their	
children,	their	insights,	and	recommendations	they	would	
like	the	school	to	include	in	their	children’s	IEP	document.	
2. Encourage	special	education	advocates	to	visit	the	schools	and	to	
meet	with	the	children	to	develop	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	
children	they	represent	before	attending	their	IEP	meetings.	
3. Provide	training	to	classroom	teachers	who	host	students	with	
emotional	and	behavioral	disabilities	focusing	on	the	recognition	of	
the	types	and	signs	of	emotional	and	behavioral	disabilities.	
Advocacy 
Organizations 
1. Develop	a	core	curriculum	for	prospective	special	education	
advocates	that	include	the	following	courses:	
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a. Special	education	laws	–	A	primer	on	IDEA,	Due	Process	and	
the	Massachusetts	Special	Education	Regulations	
603CMR28.00	
b. Emotional	intelligence	and	relationship	building	
c. Meeting	facilitation	steps	and	strategies	
d. Effective	communication	
e. Effective	notetaking	
f. Effective	letter	writing	
2. Develop	sub-specialties	curricula	for	prospective	special	education	
advocates	who	want	to	specialize	in	specific	disabilities	such	as	
emotional	and	behavioral	disabilities;	autism	spectrum	disorders,	
learning	disabilities,	and	health	disabilities.	The	sub-specialty	
curricula	would	include	the	core	curriculum	and	two	or	three	in-
depth	courses	on	specific	disabilities	and	related	resources	available	
to	schools	and	families.	
3. Develop,	endorse	and	publish	a	manifesto	recommending	specific	
core	competencies	for	special	education	advocates.	
4. Include	an	internship	or	mentoring	component	as	a	requirement	for	
completion	of	the	course	of	study	in	special	education	advocacy.	
Parents and 
Guardians 
1. Interview	prospective	special	education	advocates	to	ensure	the	
following	before	hiring:	
a. They	have	undergone	formal	training	by	a	well-respected	
entity	or	advocacy	organization.	
b. They	typically	observe	or	interact	with	the	children	they	
represent	in	their	natural	environments.	
c. Their	practice	involves	a	thorough	review	of	the	school	
records	and	evaluations	
2. Ask	for	at	least	two	references	and	follow	through	on	contacting	
them.	
3. Decide	with	special	education	advocates	ahead	of	time,	their	role	in	
the	meeting	and	whether	they	will	serve	as	coaches	or	spoke	
persons	during	the	IEP	meeting.	
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Special 
Education 
Advocates 
1. Make	the	placement	in	the	“Least	Restrictive	Environment”	along	
with	securing	appropriate	services	the	main	goals	of	advocacy	
during	IEP	meetings.	
2. Prioritize	meeting	with	and	observing	the	children	of	the	families	
you	represent	in	their	natural	environment.	
3. Discuss	with	the	families	and	make	a	concrete	plan	about	the	
nature	and	scope	of	your	advocacy	during	IEP	meetings.	
4. Prioritize	the	“best	interests”	of	the	children	you	represent	ahead	
of	their	families’	desires.	
5. Make	the	preservation	of	the	school-family	relationship	a	priority.	
6. Keep	detailed	documentation	and	follow	up	with	schools	in	writing	
as	a	way	to	hold	them	accountable.	
 
Recommendation for Future Research 
Special education advocates are very often paid professionals either hired directly 
by families or assigned by public agencies such as the Department of Children and 
Families to represent children who are wards of the state or whose families are under 
their supervision. The state agencies that hire special education advocates pay their fees. 
In cases when parents or guardians enlist the help of special education advocates they 
typically pay out of pocket. In only a few cases do the parents’ health insurance help 
defray the cost of special education advocacy.  
One area that still needs to be researched is the impact of socio-economic status 
on the accessibility and use of special education advocates to represent low-income 
families who are not under the supervision of state agencies. In addition to investigating 
access and use such research may shed light on whether access to special education 
advocates affect the breadth and types of services and placements that students with 
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similar disabilities receive in the school-based special education system. Additionally, 
prospective studies may investigate questions such as: What is the impact of financial 
resources on the accessibility and use of special education advocates? What is the impact 
of social-capital on the accessibility and use of special education advocates? The findings 
from these research studies could potentially help to develop policies that may level the 
playing field and ensure equity in the ability of families to access the services of special 
education advocates to represent the best interests of their children irrespective of 
financial status, level of social capital or relationship with state agencies. 
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APPENDICES 
Appendix A: Email/Letter to Advocacy Organization Representatives 
 
Dear Sir or Madam,  
My name is Joel Jocelyn. I am a doctoral candidate in the field of Educational Leadership 
in the Graduate School of Education at Boston University. As part of my dissertation 
research, I am looking for representatives of advocacy organizations who would be 
willing to speak with me via the telephone or in person about their experience in 
preparing, supporting and interacting with special education advocates and what they 
believe make advocates particularly helpful. I will not gather any identifiable information 
about your organization, special education advocates or students.  
In addition to my doctoral studies at Boston University, I am currently employed as the 
principal of the William S. Greene Elementary School in Fall River. Prior to my tenure at 
the Greene Elementary School, I was the founding principal of the Stone Therapeutic 
Day Middle School, which is a Fall River district based program that serves middle 
school students with moderate to severe emotional and behavioral disabilities. During my 
tenure as the Principal of the Stone Therapeutic Day Middle School, I had many 
opportunities to interact with special education advocates to support students with 
emotional and behavioral disabilities.  
I am conducting a research study to explore the perceptions of school principals, families 
of students with emotional and behavioral disabilities, special education advocates and 
representatives of the organizations that train them, of the core competencies, skills and 
knowledge base that special education family peer advocates should possess to maximize 
their support to families. This study is important because it may help to define and to 
delineate clearly what common characteristics special education advocates who are 
helpful to families share. As you continue to work with special education advocates, the 
study may provide insights into these characteristics and may lead to improvements in the 
programs and curricula that you use to prepare and support them.  
Your participation in the research study will be in the form of a 30 to 45-minute 
telephone or face to face interview. One follow-up interview of no more than 30 minutes 
may take place, if needed. Thank you for your help and cooperation in this research 
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study. Please contact me via my cell phone at (781) 775-5222 or via email at 
joeljocelyn@gmail.com or jjocelyn@bu.edu if you have any questions or if you would 
like to participate in this worthwhile study.  
Sincerely,  
Joel Jocelyn 	
Principal Researcher 	
Ed.D. Candidate 	
Boston University Graduate School of Education  
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Appendix B – Preliminary Interview Question Bank for Representatives of Advocacy 
Organizations 
Primary Questions  
1. What has been your experience working with special education advocates in the 
school based special education setting?   
2. What topics do you include in your courses or professional development offerings 
for prospective or current special education advocates or Family Consultants?   
3. If I attended one of your course offerings for prospective special education 
advocates or Family Consultants, what would I see and learn? What experiences 
would I have?   
4. Based on your experience, what are in your views the qualities that make special 
education advocates effective in their advocacy on behalf of families with 
children with emotional and behavioral disabilities?   
5. What are some of the topics you would like to see included in a preparation 
program for State Certification of special education advocates?   
6. In your opinion, what qualifications should the state of Massachusetts require of 
candidates before granting them certification as special education advocates?   
7. What should I have asked you that I didn’t think of?   
8. Anything else you would like to add?   
Secondary Questions:  
1. What has been your experience working with special education advocates and 
what are the dynamics of your interactions with them?  
2. How do you think the use of a special education advocates typically influence the 
process and outcome of a child’s IEP meeting(s)?   
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Appendix C: Verbal Consent Transcript Advocacy Organization Representative 
Hello! My name is Joel Jocelyn. I am a doctoral candidate in the field of Educational 
Leadership in the Graduate School of Education at Boston University. As part of my 
doctoral dissertation, I am conducting a research study to explore the perceptions of 
school principals, families of students with emotional and behavioral disabilities, special 
education advocates and representatives of the organizations that train them, of the core 
competencies, skills and knowledge base that special education advocates should possess 
to maximize their support to families. This study is important because it may help to 
define and to delineate clearly what common characteristics special education advocates 
who are helpful to families share. As you continue to work with special education 
advocates, the study may provide insights into these characteristics and may help to 
improve your overall working relationship with them.  
I would like to know about your experience preparing, supporting and interacting with 
special education advocates and what characteristics you believe make them particularly 
helpful. I will not gather any identifiable information about you, your school or any 
student. The interview will take between 30 to 45 minutes. I may call you again for a 
follow up interview, if it is necessary and if you agree to a second one. The tapes of the 
interview will be destroyed after I write my dissertation. In the meantime, all audio tapes 
and notes from the interview will be stored in a locked location. Your identity or personal 
information will not be disclosed in any publication, including my dissertation that may 
result from the study. For the purposes of quality improvement and safety, the 
Institutional Review Board may review your study records.  
You may choose not to participate in this study. There are no benefits to you from taking 
part in this research. The main risk of allowing us to use and store your information for 
research is a potential loss of privacy. We will protect your privacy by labeling your 
information with a code and keeping the key to the code in a password-protected 
computer. You may be uncomfortable with some of the questions and topics I will ask 
about. You do not have to answer any questions that make you feel uncomfortable. You 
may also contact my faculty advisor at the Boston University Graduate School of 
Education, Dr. Charles Glenn. His phone number is (617) 353-7108. His email address is: 
glennsed@bu.edu.  
Please know that you have the right to stop this interview and withdraw from this study at 
any time you want. Would it be alright if I audiotape our interview? Saying no to audio 
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recording will have no effect on the interview. Do you have any questions before we get 
started?  
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject or want to speak with 
someone independent of the research team, you may contact the Boston University IRB 
directly at 617-358-6115.  
Joel Jocelyn 	
Principal Researcher 	
Ed.D. Candidate 	
Boston University Graduate School of Education 
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Appendix D: Email/Letter to Families of Students with Emotional and Behavioral 
Disabilities 
Dear Parent or Guardian,  
My name is Joel Jocelyn. I am a doctoral candidate in the field of Educational Leadership 
in the Graduate School of Education at Boston University. I am looking for families who 
would be willing to speak with me via the telephone or in person about their experience 
with special education advocates in the special education setting and what made these 
advocates particularly helpful. I will not gather any identifiable information about your 
child or specific schools.  
In addition to my doctoral studies at Boston University, I am currently employed as the 
principal of the William S. Greene Elementary School in Fall River. Prior to my tenure at 
the Greene Elementary School, I was the founding principal of the Stone Therapeutic 
Day Middle School, which is a Fall River district based program that serves middle 
school students with moderate to severe emotional and behavioral disabilities. During my 
tenure as the Principal of the Stone Therapeutic Day Middle School, I had many 
opportunities to interact with special education advocates to support students with 
emotional and behavioral disabilities.  
I am conducting a research study to find out what school principals, families of students 
with emotional and behavioral disabilities and special education advocates think about 
the skills, experience and knowledge that are most helpful for special education 
advocates to have in order to support families. This study is important because it may 
help to determine the characteristics that most families find helpful when working with 
special education advocates. By participating in this study, you may help other families 
who may benefit from the research findings as they work with special education 
advocates to get the special education services that their children need.  
Your participation in the research study will be in the form of a 30-minute telephone or 
face to face interview. One follow up interview of no more than 30-minutes may take 
place, if needed. As a modest gesture of my gratitude, each family who participates in the 
research study will receive a $25.00 gift card. Thank you for your help and cooperation in 
this research study. Please contact me via my cell phone at (781) 775-5222 or via email at 
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joeljocelyn@gmail.com or jjocelyn@bu.edu if you have any questions or if you would 
like to participate in this worthwhile study.  
Sincerely,  
Joel Jocelyn 	
Principal Researcher 	
Ed.D. Candidate 	
Boston University Graduate School of Education  
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Appendix E: Preliminary Interview Question Bank for Families Primary Questions 
1. What challenges are you facing or have you faced as you raise a child with 
emotional and behavioral disabilities? How does your advocate help to support 
you? 
2. How did the use of a special education advocates influence the process and 
outcome of your child’s IEP meetings?   
3. Based on your experience, what are in your views the qualities that make special 
education advocates effective in their advocacy on behalf of families with 
children with emotional and behavioral disabilities?   
4. Tell me about an experience that you had working with a special education 
advocates who was helpful? What made him or her so helpful?  
5. Tell me about an experience that you had working with a special education 
advocates who was not very helpful? What made him or her ineffective? 
6. What are some of the topics you would like to see included in a preparation 
program for State Certification of special education advocates? 
7. In your opinion, what qualifications should the state of Massachusetts require of 
candidates before granting them certification as special education advocates?  
8. What should I have asked you that I didn’t think of?   
9. Anything else you would like to add?   
Secondary Questions:  
1. How would you describe your interaction with your child’s school during and 
outside of Individualized Education Plan (IEP) meetings before you started 
working with a special education advocates?   
2. How would you describe your interaction with your child’s school during and 
outside of Individualized Education Plan (IEP) meetings after you started working 
with a special education advocates?   
3. What are some examples of positive outcomes that you seek when you work with 
a special education advocates in a special education setting?  
4. How do you think the use of a special education advocates typically influence the 
process and outcome of a child’s IEP meeting(s)? 
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Appendix F: Verbal Consent Transcript Families of Students with Emotional and 
Behavioral Disabilities 
Hello! My name is Joel Jocelyn. I am a doctoral candidate in the field of Educational 
Leadership in the Graduate School of Education at Boston University. I am conducting a 
research study to find out what school principals, families of students with emotional and 
behavioral disabilities and special education advocates think about the skills, experience 
and knowledge that are most helpful for special education advocates to have in order to 
support families. This study is important because it may help to determine the 
characteristics that most families find helpful when working with special education 
advocates. By participating in this study, you may help other families who may benefit 
from the research findings as they work with advocates to get the special education 
services that their children need.  
I would like to know about your experience with special education advocates in the 
special education setting and what made these advocates particularly helpful. The 
interview will take about 30 minutes. I may call you again for a follow up interview, if it 
is necessary and if you agree to a second one. As a modest gesture of my gratitude, each 
family who participates in the research study will receive a $25.00 gift card. The tapes of 
the interview will be destroyed after I write my dissertation. In the meantime, all audio 
tapes and notes from the interview will be stored in a locked location. Your identity or 
personal information will not be disclosed in any publication, including my dissertation 
that may result from the study. For the purposes of quality improvement and safety, the 
Institutional Review Board may review your study records.  
You may choose not to participate in this study. There are no benefits to you from taking 
part in this research. The main risk of allowing us to use and store your information for 
research is a potential loss of privacy. We will protect your privacy by labeling your 
information with a code and keeping the key to the code in a password-protected 
computer. You may be uncomfortable with some of the questions and topics I will ask 
about. You do not have to answer any questions that make you feel uncomfortable. You 
may also contact my faculty advisor at the Boston University Graduate School of 
Education, Dr. Charles Glenn. His phone number is (617) 353-7108. His email address is: 
glennsed@bu.edu.  
Please know that you have the right to stop this interview and withdraw from this study at 
any time you want. Would it be alright if I audiotape our interview? Saying no to audio 
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recording will have no effect on the interview. Do you have any questions before we get 
started?  
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject or want to speak with 
someone independent of the research team, you may contact the Boston University IRB 
directly at 617-358-6115.  
Joel Jocelyn 	
Principal Researcher 	
Ed.D. Candidate 	
Boston University Graduate School of Education  
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Appendix G: Email/Referral Letter to Family Peer Advocates 
Dear Families,  
My name is Joel Jocelyn. I am a doctoral candidate in the field of Educational Leadership 
in the Graduate School of Education at Boston University. I am currently employed as 
the principal of the William S. Greene Elementary School in Fall River. Prior to my 
tenure at the Greene Elementary School, I was the founding principal of the Stone 
Therapeutic Day Middle School, which is a Fall River district based program that serves 
middle school students with moderate to severe emotional and behavioral disabilities.  
I am conducting a research study to find out what school principals, families of students 
with emotional and behavioral disabilities and special education special education 
advocates think about the skills, experience and knowledge that are most helpful for 
family peer advocates to have in order to support families in the school based special 
education setting. This study is important because it may help to determine the 
characteristics that you and other special education advocates think are helpful to have 
when you are supporting families in the school based special education setting. By 
participating in this study, you will help to advance the field and you may also help other 
families who may benefit from the research findings as they work with advocates to get 
the special education services that their children need.  
I am seeking families who would like to volunteer to participate in this research so they 
may share about their experience with advocates in the special education setting and what 
made them particularly helpful. As part of this study, I will not gather any identifiable 
information about students or specific schools. I would be grateful if you could send the 
attached letter with my contact information to the families who have worked with you or 
with another family advocate. Those who wish to participate in the study may contact me 
directly. Thank you for your help and for your cooperation in this research study. Please 
contact me via my cell phone at (781) 775-5222 or via email at joeljocelyn@gmail.com 
or jjocelyn@bu.edu if you have any questions or if you want any additional information 
regarding the study.  
Sincerely,  
Joel Jocelyn 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Principal Researcher 	
Ed.D. Candidate 	
Boston University Graduate School of Education  
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Appendix H: Preliminary Interview Question Bank for Special Education Advocates 
Primary Questions  
1. Where did you receive your training to become a special education advocate and 
how has this training prepared you for your role?  
2. If I followed you through a typical day, as you engage in your work of supporting 
the families of children with emotional and behavioral disabilities, what would I 
see you doing? What experiences would I observe you having?   
3. Based on your experience, what are in your views the qualities that make special 
education advocates effective in their advocacy on behalf of families with 
children with emotional and behavioral disabilities?   
4. Based on your experience to date, what would you say are your strengths as a 
special education advocate?   
5. What are some of the topics you would like to see included in a preparation 
program for State Certification of special education advocates?   
6. In your opinion, what qualifications should the state of Massachusetts require of 
candidates before granting them certification as special education advocates? 
7. What should I have asked you that I didn’t think of?   
8. Anything else you would like to add?   
Secondary Questions:  
1. Have you had personal experience with a child with EBD in the special education 
system? If yes:  
2. Please describe in a manner that feels appropriate and comfortable to you your 
experience as a Parent/Caregiver of a child with an emotional and behavioral 
disability  
3. How do you use your lived experience as a parent of a child with emotional and 
behavioral disability when you work with families?   
4. What motivated you to become a special education advocate? How do you see 
your role(s) in working with the families of children with emotional and 
behavioral disabilities?  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5. What has been your experience as you support the families of students with 
emotional and behavioral disabilities and what are the dynamics of your 
interactions with them?  
6. What are the dynamics of your interactions with the schools with which you work 
as you represent families?   
7. How would you describe the interaction of families with their child’s school 
during and outside of Individualized Education Plan (IEP) meetings before you 
started working with them?   
8. How would you describe the interaction of families with their child’s school 
during and outside of Individualized Education Plan (IEP) meetings after you 
started working with them?   
9. How do you think the use of a special education advocate typically influence the 
process and outcome of a child’s IEP meeting(s)?   
10. What are some examples of positive outcomes that you seek when you advocate 
for the families of students with emotional and behavioral disabilities in a special 
education setting?  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Appendix I: Email/Introduction Letter to Public School Principals  
Dear Principal,  
My name is Joel Jocelyn. I am a doctoral candidate in the field of Educational Leadership 
in the Graduate School of Education at Boston University. As part of the research for my 
doctoral dissertation, I am looking for public school principals who would be willing to 
speak with me via the telephone or in person about their experience with advocates in the 
special education setting and what made these advocates particularly helpful. I will not 
gather any identifiable information about students or specific schools.  
In addition to my doctoral studies at Boston University, I am currently employed as the 
principal of the William S. Greene Elementary School in Fall River. Prior to my tenure at 
the Greene Elementary School, I was the founding principal of the Stone Therapeutic 
Day Middle School, which is a Fall River district based program that serves middle 
school students with moderate to severe emotional and behavioral disabilities. During my 
tenure as the Principal of the Stone Therapeutic Day Middle School, I had many 
opportunities to interact with special education advocates to support students with 
emotional and behavioral disabilities.  
I am conducting a research study to explore the perceptions of school principals, families 
of students with emotional and behavioral disabilities, special education advocates and 
representatives of the organizations that train them, of the core competencies, skills and 
knowledge base that special education advocates should possess to maximize their 
support to families. This study is important because it may help to define and to delineate 
clearly what common characteristics special education advocates who are helpful to 
families share. As you continue to work with special education advocates, the study may 
provide insights into these characteristics and may help to improve your overall working 
relationship with them.  
Your participation in the research study will be in the form of a 30 to 45 minute 
interview. One follow up interview of no more than 30 minutes may take place, if 
needed. Thank you for your help and cooperation in this research study. Please contact 
me via my cell phone at (781) 775- 5222 or via email at joeljocelyn@gmail.com or 
jjocelyn@bu.edu if you have any questions or if you would like to participate in this 
worthwhile study.  
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Sincerely,  
Joel Jocelyn 	
Principal Researcher 	
Ed.D. Candidate 	
Boston University Graduate School of Education  
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Appendix J: Preliminary Interview Question Bank for School Administrators 
 
Primary Questions  
1. What has been your experience working with Special Education Advocates as 
part of the IEP process and in the school based special education setting in 
general?   
2. If I followed you through a typical IEP meeting in which a Special Education 
Advocates was involved, what would I see? What experiences would I observe 
you having?  
3. Based on your experience, what are in your views the qualities that make Special 
Education Advocates helpful in their advocacy on behalf of families with children 
with emotional and behavioral disabilities?   
4. What are some of the topics you would like to see included in a preparation 
program for State Certification of special education advocates?   
5. In your opinion, what qualifications should the state of Massachusetts require of 
candidates before granting them certification as special education Special 
Education Advocates?   
6. What should I have asked you that I didn’t think of?   
7. Anything else you would like to add?   
Secondary Questions:  
1. What has been your experience working with Special Education Advocates and 
what are the dynamics of your interactions with them?   
2. How would you describe the interaction of families with your school during and 
outside of Individualized Education Plan (IEP) meetings before they start working 
with Special Education Advocates?   
3. How would you describe the interaction of families with your school during and 
outside of Individualized Education Plan (IEP) meetings after they start working 
with Special Education Advocates?   
4. How do you think the use of a special education advocate typically influence the 
process and outcome of a child’s IEP meeting(s)?   
5. What are some examples of positive outcomes that you want to see when you 
work with Special Education Advocates in a special education setting?  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Appendix K: Verbal Consent Transcript Public School Administrators 
 
Hello! My name is Joel Jocelyn. I am a doctoral candidate in the field of Educational 
Leadership in the Graduate School of Education at Boston University. As part of my 
doctoral dissertation, I am conducting a research study to explore the perceptions of 
school principals, families of students with emotional and behavioral disabilities, special 
education advocates and representatives of the organizations that train them, of the core 
competencies, skills and knowledge base that special education advocates should possess 
to maximize their support to families. This study is important because it may help to 
define and to delineate clearly what common characteristics special education advocates 
who are helpful to families share. As you continue to work with special education 
advocates, the study may provide insights into these characteristics and may help to 
improve your overall working relationship with them.  
I would like to know about your experience with special education advocates in the 
special education setting and what made these advocates particularly helpful. I will not 
gather any identifiable information about you, your school or any student. The interview 
will take between 30 to 45 minutes. I may call you again for a follow up interview, if it is 
necessary and if you agree to a second one. The tapes of the interview will be destroyed 
after I write my dissertation. In the meantime, all audio tapes and notes from the 
interview will be stored in a locked location. Your identity or personal information will 
not be disclosed in any publication, including my dissertation that may result from the 
study. For the purposes of quality improvement and safety, the Institutional Review 
Board may review your study records.  
You may choose not to participate in this study. There are no benefits to you from taking 
part in this research. The main risk of allowing us to use and store your information for 
research is a potential loss of privacy. We will protect your privacy by labeling your 
information with a code and keeping the key to the code in a password-protected 
computer. You may be uncomfortable with some of the questions and topics I will ask 
about. You do not have to answer any questions that make you feel uncomfortable. You 
may also contact my faculty advisor at the Boston University Graduate School of 
Education, Dr. Charles Glenn. His phone number is (617) 353-7108. His email address is: 
glennsed@bu.edu.  
Please know that you have the right to stop this interview and withdraw from this study at 
any time you want. Would it be alright if I audiotape our interview? Saying no to audio 
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recording will have no effect on the interview. Do you have any questions before we get 
started?  
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject or want to speak with 
someone independent of the research team, you may contact the Boston University IRB 
directly at 617-358-6115.  
Joel Jocelyn 	
Principal Researcher 	
Ed.D. Candidate 	
Boston University Graduate School of Education  
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Appendix L: Introduction Letter to Special Education Advocates 
Dear Sir or Madam,  
My name is Joel Jocelyn. I am a doctoral candidate in the field of Educational Leadership 
in the Graduate School of Education at Boston University. I am looking for special 
education advocates who have been working in the field for a minimum of two years, 
who have handled at least ten cases and who would be willing to speak with me via the 
telephone or in person about their experience in the field and what makes them 
particularly helpful to families. I will not gather any identifiable information about any 
students, families or special education advocates.  
In addition to my doctoral studies at Boston University, I am currently employed as the 
principal of the William S. Greene Elementary School in Fall River. Prior to my tenure at 
the Greene Elementary School, I was the founding principal of the Stone Therapeutic 
Day Middle School, which is a Fall River district based program that serves middle 
school students with moderate to severe emotional and behavioral disabilities. During my 
tenure as the Principal of the Stone Therapeutic Day Middle School, I had many 
opportunities to interact with special education advocates to support students with 
emotional and behavioral disabilities.  
I am conducting a research study to find out what school principals, families of students 
with emotional and behavioral disabilities and special education advocates think about 
the skills, experience and knowledge that are most helpful for special education 
advocates to have in order to support families in the school based special education 
setting. This study is important because it may help to determine the characteristics that 
you and other special education advocates think are helpful to have when you are 
supporting families. By participating in this study, you will help to advance the field and 
you may also help other families who may benefit from the research findings as they 
work with special education advocates to get the special education services that their 
children need.  
Your participation in the research study will be in the form of a 30 to 45-minute 
telephone or face to face interview. One follow up interview of no more than 30 minutes 
may take place, if needed. Thank you for your help and cooperation in this research 
study. Please contact me via my cell phone at (781) 775-5222 or via email at 
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joeljocelyn@gmail.com or jjocelyn@bu.edu if you have any questions or if you would 
like to participate in this worthwhile study.  
Sincerely,  
Joel Jocelyn 	
Principal Researcher 	
Ed.D. Candidate 	
Boston University Graduate School of Education  
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Appendix M: Verbal Consent Transcript Special Education Advocates 
Hello! My name is Joel Jocelyn. I am a doctoral candidate in the field of Educational 
Leadership in the Graduate School of Education at Boston University. As part of my 
research study for my doctoral dissertation, I am conducting a research study to find out 
what school principals, families of students with emotional and behavioral disabilities 
and special education advocates think about the skills, experience and knowledge that are 
most helpful for special education advocates to have in order to support families in the 
school based special education setting. This study is important because it may help to 
determine the characteristics that you and other special education advocates think are 
helpful to have when you are supporting families. By participating in this study, you will 
help to advance the field and you may also help other families who may benefit from the 
research findings as they work with special education advocates to get the special 
education services that their children need.  
I would like to know about your experience as a special education advocate in the special 
education setting, what you believe makes you particularly helpful to families. I will also 
ask you what you think about the skills, experience and knowledge that are most helpful 
for family peer advocates to have in order to support families in the school based special 
education setting. The interview will take between 30 to 45 minutes. I may call you again 
for a follow up interview, if it is necessary and if you agree to a second one. The tapes of 
the interview will be destroyed after I write my dissertation. In the meantime, all audio 
tapes and notes from the interview will be stored in a locked location. Your identity or 
personal information will not be disclosed in any publication, including my dissertation 
that may result from the study. For the purposes of quality improvement and safety, the 
Institutional Review Board may review your study records.  
You may choose not to participate in this study. There are no benefits to you from taking 
part in this research. The main risk of allowing us to use and store your information for 
research is a potential loss of privacy. We will protect your privacy by labeling your 
information with a code and keeping the key to the code in a password-protected 
computer. You may be uncomfortable with some of the questions and topics I will ask 
about. You do not have to answer any questions that make you feel uncomfortable. You 
may also contact my faculty advisor at the Boston University Graduate School of 
Education, Dr. Charles Glenn. His phone number is (617) 353-7108. His email address is: 
glennsed@bu.edu.  
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Please know that you have the right to stop this interview and withdraw from this study at 
any time you want. Would it be alright if I audiotape our interview? Saying no to audio 
recording will have no effect on the interview. Do you have any questions before we get 
started?  
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject or want to speak with 
someone independent of the research team, you may contact the Boston University IRB 
directly at 617-358-6115.  
Joel Jocelyn 	
Principal Researcher 	
Ed.D. Candidate 	
Boston University Graduate School of Education  
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